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Prefatory Note 


Aside from his short L^fe of Hawthorne Jameses literary criticism 
consists of reviews, articles, introductions and prefaces — occasional 
pieces in other words — the best of which, excepting his early re- 
views, he collected and republished at different times in the four 
volumes: French Poets and Novelists (1878), Par Hal Portraits 
(1888), Essays in London and Elsewhere (1893), and Notes on 
Novelists (1914). Two small volumes of early reviews and articles 
entitled Views and Reviews (1908) and Notes and Reviews 
(1921) were collected and published by admirers of James. In 
addition there are a number of articles on literature listed in 
Le Roy Phillips’s bibliography, some of them written late in 
James’s career, which have never been brought together, and in- 
clude essays on Sainte-Beuve, Matthew Arnold, and Rostand. The 
essay on Sainte-Beuve, reprinted in American Literary Criticism in 
1904, with revisions by James, deserves particular notice. 

It is hoped that the present volume gains both in unity and value 
from its emphasis on the novel. Fiction was James’s chief preoccu- 
pation as a critic and his most fruitful one naturally. The essays 
presented here illustrate further the dominant theme of James’s 
criticism, his attitude towards realism in the novel j and from this 
point of view the essay on Maupassant was felt to be indispensable, 
although on its merits it occupies perhaps a disproportionate 
amount of space. A comparison of this essay with the much later 
one on Flaubert will show how James mastered his convictions 
without altering them. Considering the quantity of James’s criti- 
cism it may seem surprising that it does not exhibit a wider range 
of subject matter, but it must be remembered that some of his 
best essays, like the one on Balzac reprinted here, are the last (or 
nearly last) of a series on the author in question, in which the 
thought of earlier judgments is refined and composed but not 



VI 


PREFATORY NOTE 


changed. Apart from the French realists, and borrowing distinction 
from them, the most important of Jameses novelists to his own 
mind was Turgenev. To complete the picture there should be an 
essay here on George Eliot, but unfortunately there is none of 
sufficient Interest in itself to warrant its being included. 

For permission to reprint material in this volume acknowledg- 
ments are due to Charles Scribner’s Sons, Harper and Brothers, 
The Macmillan Company, and the James Estate. 

M. R. 

New York 1947 
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Introduction 


When James published French Poets and Novelists^ his earliest 
volume of criticism, in 1878 he was a seasoned book-reviewer, his 
first review having appeared in the New York Nation in 1864, 
when he was twenty-one. Thus his career was a very long one, 
allowing plenty of time for the evolution of a style that reaches 
an extreme in the essay on Balzac, bearing the date 1913, in Notes 
on Novelists. There is of course no trace of this style in Jameses 
reviews; nevertheless they show much that is characteristic. They 
are often wrong, badly focused, or mistakenly emphasized, but 
they are never stupid or dull. The reviewer has made up his mind 
about a number of important things: Balzac is his touchstone in 
fiction, dramatic form his ideal of form in general. He deplores the 
picturesque or sentimental American novel of his day, the work 
without a serious idea, without reality, and without form, in which 
character is dilut<^ In the description of external objects or in the 
description of states of feeling, and the story thereby deprived of 
all moral interest. The success of the elder James In liberating his 
children’s minds, esthetically and intellectually, from the taint of 
provincialism, from the accident of their American birth, is illus- 
trated in these reviews; and the self-awareness of a liberated 
state — ^the sign of James’s American identity — ^is apparent also in 
his allusions to provincialism in Hawthorne and Emerson. 

His earliest literary model, he tells us, was Merlmee. His 
familiarity with French fiction and drama was an immense ad- 
vantage in those early days. The lesson of Balzac was already 
familiar to him, as, for example, when he says that the common 
distinction between narrative and description is meaningless, which 
is one of the leading ideas in ^The Art of Fiction,’ of a later period, 
and an important principle of James’s developed art as a story- 
teller. But these early anticipations are frequent. Perhaps the most 
striking is a passage in an early review in which James says that 
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romance 'carries much farther that compromise with reality which 
is the basis of all imaginative writing. In romance this principle of 
compromise pervades the superstructure as well as the basis.’. And 
some forty years later he says virtually the same thing in his pref- 
ace to The American. James’s conception of romance, considering 
that he was a student and to some extent a disciple of French real- 
ism, is significant, and the passage from the preface is worth quot- 
ing. 

'The only general attribute of projected romance that I can see, 
the only one that fits all the cases, is the fact of the kind of experi- 
ence with which it deals — experience liberated, so to speak j experi- 
ence cfengaged, disembr oiled, disen cumbered, exempt from the 
conditions that we usually know to attach to it and, if we wish so 
to put the matter, drag upon it, and operating in a medium which 
relieves it, in a particular interest, of the inconvenience of a related,^ 
a measurable state, a state subject to all our vulgar communities. 
The greatest intensity may so be arrived at evidently — ^when the 
sacrifice of community, of the “related” sides of situations, has not 
been too rash. It must to this end not fl^antly betray itself; wc 
must even be kept if possible, for our illusion, from suspecting 
any sacrifice at all. The balloon of experience is in fact of course 
tied to the earth, and under that necessity we swing, thanks to a 
rope of remarkable length, in the more or less commodious car of 
the imagination; but it is by the rope we know where we are, and 
from the moment that cable is cut we are at large and unrelated: 
we only swing apart from the globe — though remaining as exhila- 
rated, naturally, as we like, especially when all goes well. The art 
of the romancer is “for the fun of it,” insidio usly to cut the cable, 
to cut it without our detecting him.’ 

There is nothing in the earlier statement to prepare one for this 
profound and beautiful description of the way a novelist’s imagina- 
tion acts; yet the bare idea is the same. 

It is well to emphasize a continuity of thought and development 
in James, since his work — his fiction especially — ^presents so strong 
an appearance of the contrary. Thus it has been argued that his 
late stories are not a natural development but a sudden tour ie 
force. This impression is false. The remarkable thing about James’s 
evolution is that it continued so long and carried him so far. He 
never mistook its direction. When he writes at the age of twenty- 
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one, ^The soul of a novel is its action/ he is of course merely para- 
phrasing a familiar critical maxim, but the thought behind the 
commonplace, the idea of design as opposed to a mere succession of 
parts, as this idea may be realized in a work of fiction, became a 
vital reality for James. ^Eyery good story, ^ he says in his essay on 
Maupassant, hs of course both a picture and an idea, and the more 
they are interfused the better the problem is solved.^ One can see^ 
readily enough that the principle is thoroughly applied in James’s 
late stories and is in a sense more nearly of the essence of these 
stories than psychology or fine motives. 

James admired the French but, as might be expected, not with- 
out moral reservations, which remained to the end an important 
factor in his judgment of them. It was difGcult for a young Ameri- 
can to appreciate writers like Flaubert and Maupassant in the 
seventies of the last century — writers who had their perfection as 
James felt on ^easy’ terms, owed it to a base and narrow vision 5 
and he turned with relief to the humanity of George Eliot, 
Trollope, and Turgenev. In George Eliot, who is the subject of 
his first extended article, he had always seen, he says, ^a great 
treasure of beauty and humanity, of applied and achieved art.’ But 
this is re trospec t (from The Middle Years). His criticism of 
George Eliot, despite its sympathetic tone, is far from being un- 
qualified praise, as one may see in ^Daniel Dcronda: A conversa- 
tion’ in Partial Portraits^ where Turgenev, about whom James had 
no reservations at all, is introduced as a measure of what George 
Eliot failed to achieve. Elsewhere James calls him the novelist’s 
novelist, an epithe t he later transferred to Flaubert. 

He had said in an early review: ^When once a work of fiction, 
may be classed as a novel, its foremost claim to merit, and indeed 
the measure of its merit, is its truth — ^its truth to something, how-'^ 
ever questionable that thing may be in point of morals or of taste.’ 
Long after this was written he sat down to an app raisal of Mau- 
passant — ^in the essay included here — with the principle just stated 
in mind, but so qualified by his distaste for Maupassant’s subject 
matter as to leave the meaning of the principle in doubt. Accord- 
ing to the essay, what determines the value of a work is not merely 
its truth to something but the nature of the something. Again, and 
still later, James observes in the preface to The American that if a 
work is strong as a work of art it is strong every way, which seems 
to go back to the thought in the review and deny altogether that 
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there is any question of value. But this is only a seeming contra- 
diction: James’s true position is clear on the whole — so far as the 
relation between art and value is ever clear — and it is the position 
defined in the Maupassant essay. 

In spite of the fact that his stones contain so little of the sub- 
stance of life, of its daily bread, he thought of himself as a realist, 
a disciple of Balzac and Maupassant as well as Turgenev. As a 
critic he reflects both the ideals of French realism and the opposi- 
tion to it. His debt to Flaubert and Maupassant — a very important 
one — ^lies chiefly in his detachment as a story-teller. But his love of 
life led him to idealize experience and improve on it, to ignore the 
^fatal futilit y of fact’, and his critical judgments are influenced 
from beginning to end by this idealism. To the f utilit y of fact he 
opposes the claims of imagination, and in one of the earliest of his 
reviews he says ^to write a novel it is not necessary to have been a 
traveller, an adventurer, a sigh tseer; it is simply necessary to be 
an artist.’ The observation is characteristic. When as a reviewer he 
writes of a novel of Trollope’s: ^The persons should reflect life 
upon the details, not borrow it from them. To do so is only to 
borrow the conta gion of death,’ he is anticipating his opinion of 
Flaubert, his conclusion that UEducation senthnentde is a failure 
and Madame Bovary only a qualified success. As for Trollope, the 
story is different in the fine and genial essay included in the present 
volume, written when James had had his fill of French art and 
realism, although it should be noticed that the idea of the review 
was not abandoned but only pushed into the background, which 
was often the way with James’s early harsh judgments when the 
subject was revived. 

The contagion of death describes somewhat luridly his feeling 
about Flaubert. It is not this time, as in the case of Maupassant, a 
question of subject matter exactly; it is more specifically a failure 
of vision. The failure lies for James in the fact that Flaubert could 
imagine no better protagonist s, no better agents for his action, 
than Emma Bovary and Frederic Moreau. The student of James’s 
novels and prefaces knows what this means: he could not concei ve 
of a novel without a hero, and there is nothing heroic about 
Flaubert’s masterpieces. James’s hero is a man of superior char- 
acter, and it was his belief that nothing much worth telling about 
life could be told apart from the experience of such a character, 
who reflects life and meaning upon the story. Thus without the 
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^ fine intelligence of the child in What Maisie Knew, James says 
the story would be ‘too poor for conversion to the uses of art.’ 
What he meant by this would not have been clear to Flaubert or 
Maupassant. James’s novels are the projection of a fine and search- 
ing criticism upon sordid realities. Though completely detached, 
they are criticism of life in an unusually direct sense, and, being 
that, they are tributes to the ideal — ^what I have called the heroic. 
To James any view of experience from which the ideal is absent 
or in which it is badly shown was deficient in interest. Thus Mme 
Arnoux is badly shown, precisely, James contends, because her 
lover, to whose impressions Flaubert entrusted her, is far too poor 
a creature to do her justice 5 and what is significant and damaging 
about the situation, James feels, is that Flaubert appears to have 
been unconscious of it. But James says nothing of the undercurrent 
of meaning m Flaubert’s novel, which sets off everything, includ- 
ing the chief character, so that Mme Arnoux’s purity loses nothing 
of its appeal. As for Madame Bovary, it will perhaps be always 
something of a mystery for the ‘English-speaking consciousness,’ 
as it was for James. 

But this is not to quarrel with an author’s subject matter} 
James’s esthetic principles forbid that. It is one of the great merits 
of Turgenev, he says, that his work ‘ deals death to the perpetual 
clum sy assumption that subject and style are — estheticaUy speak- 
ing or in the living work — different and separaWe things^.’ There is 
something more transcendenta l than either: the novelist’s sensibil- 
ity, his angle of vision, the window through which he looks out on 
the world, and this includes the ‘enveloping air’ of his humanity. 
This is Zola’s doctrine, and James makes the most of it. But in 
effect it makes little difference in judging a writer whether one 
condemns him for his subject matter or for his ‘vision,’ and James’s 
animadversions on Balzac, Flaubert, Maupassant, the Goncourts, 
Baudelaire, and others differ in no essential respect from the ob- 
jections of critics like Brunetiere, who make clear-cut distinctions 
between subject and style. It is not really possible to talk^ ve^ 
clearly about both at once. The effort creates some ambiguity in 
James’s criticism — but ambiguity, it should be added, was what he 
liked. ‘I like ambiguities,’ he says, ‘and^detsst great glares.’ 

It is not clear from what James says to what extent a novelist 
may ignore the actual, and his novels, which some have called 
‘fables’ but which he certainly regarded as realistic in some sense. 
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do not make the matter any clearer. It would seem that the rope 
of remarkable length — in the passage quoted above — by which the 
balloon of experience is tied to the earth may be very long indeed. 
’‘^Imagiriatioiij^ says James^ ‘^alwa}^s makes for poetry/ and the 
jfinest thing in Turgenev, he says, is hhe eiffect for the commonest 
‘truth of an exquisite envelope of poetry.^ Turgenev is his measure: 
of the artistic shortcomings of George Eliot on the one hand, and 
the limited reach of imagination in Balzac and the ^grandsons of 
Balzac^ as well as m Trollope on the other. The essay on Balzac 
reprinted here is as subtle and illuminating, and of course as ap- 
preciative, as any James wrote. The reverse of the medal, the 
penalty of Balzac^s power according to James, is the absence of 
poetrj in him, of charm, of free life, of a door by which he might 
have escaped into a lai:ger world than the French world of his 
time. Balzac, says James, locked himself into that world and threw 
away the key. It was a personal as well as an artistic misfortune, 
although it was the kind of misfortune that could have happened 
to none but the greatest of novelists. James’s argument Is the same 
here as in his strictur es on Flaubert and Maupassant: the novelist’s 
picture does not do justice to the better aspects of the human 
scene. Balzac’s women especially are deploi^ablc, whereas Tur- 
genev’s are true heroines, exhibiting a strength of character James 
gratefully associated with New England and portrays so often in 
his own stories. James’s appetite for realism was clearly limited. 
His effort in theory is to assimilate realism with poetry, a lower 
with a higher or more general truth, and though the argument is 
subtle it proves after all no more than that James’s outlook on the 
world was different from Balzac’s. It was more pleasing but it was 
not ffruer,’ larger, or more meaningful. Balzac’s picture is much 
more than a picture of the France of his day^ he read the whole 
world into it, as James says — or as much of the world as he was 
aware of. No novelist has ever been aware of so much. But it was 
not the world as James saw it — or wanted to see it — and one must 
leave it at that. Behind James’s esthetic reasoning, here and else- 
where, there are moral criteria, transvalued’ with great charm 
and subtlety, but not without some violence to the understanding. 
It seems simpler on the whole to admit moral criteria openly, to 
condemn your author’s subject matter while admiring his art, and 
not be at such infinite pains to conceal what you are doing. And yet 
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it must be admitted that this is not easy either, in the absence of 
any general agreement about values. 

But the significant thing is James’s appreciation of Balzac, 
Flaubert, Maupassant, and Zola rather than his reservations about 
them. Morally shallow as he took it to be, he would not have ex- 
changed Madame Bovary for a novel of George Eliot’s, or per- 
haps even for a novel of Turgenev’s. James was a novelist who 
understood and valued his art, and on that side his kinship with 
the French realists was close. Balzac he admired to idolatry, for 
the quantity of life in him, the overwhelming impression of real- 
ity. (This is shown better in The Lesson of Balzac than in the 
essay included here.) Jt was Balzac who gave the novel the dignity 
of history, of truth, and understood its character as a literary form 
better than anyone before him : its capacity, its opportunity to spec- 
ify, to build a world and tell us what goes on in it from day to 
day. That James, himself the most tenu ous of novelists, should 
have felt the appeal of this so strongly is remarkably interesting. 
Hawthorne, he says, was not a realist: ‘he never attempted to ren- 
der exactly or closely the actual facts of the society that surrounded 
him.’ This is not said invid igusly. But the final sentence in an early 
essay on George Sand (in French Poets and Novelists) presents an 
important critical rescn''ation: ‘But we suspect that something even 
better in a novelist [than George Sand’s ‘idealism’] is that tender 
appreciation of actuality which makes even the application of a 
single coat of rose-colour seem an act of violence.’ Although 
Hawthorne was not a realist he had a ‘high sense of reality,’ and 
this George Sand did not have. This familiar distinction between 
truth and fact was always present to James’s mind, and as he 
applies it here to Hawthorne, realism has to be understood as only 
a matter of detail. But it is obviously much more than that to 
James when he loses himself in admiration of Balzac, of the bulk 
as well as the spirit of reality 5 and we know that he often worked 
carefully to achieve this effect of substantial truth in his novels, 
with Balzac and Maupassant as his guides. 

In any case James had a far saner conception of realism than 
Zola or Zola’s disciples both in and out of France. He was not 
misled by pseudo-science or, in spite of Balzac, by history. The 
essay, ‘The New Novel,’ included in this volume is excellent 
criticism from this point of view. It emphasizes the value of ob- 
servation, of ‘saturation,’ while insisting on an idea that has to 
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come out o£ the writer’s own mind. ^The artist’s prime sensibility/ 
says James in the preface to The Portrait of a Lady^ hs the soil 
out of which his subject springs.’ The subject develops by some 
inner logic of its own regardless of the facts, and as James de- 
scribes this process again and again in his prefaces the mystery 
grows for the realist. The statement just quoted is true: a writer’s 
subject springs out of his prime sensibility, but no sensibility on tl|e 
whole was ever less realistic than James’s, and this was not because 
he preferred truth to fact, but because he preferred a particular 
kind of truth, different from the realist’s, and was wise enough to 
cultivate it. Meanwhile his emphasis on imagination is a valuable 
corrective to extreme theories of realism. 

Excepting Scott and Dickens, nineteenth century English writers 
did little to explore the possibilities of the novel whereas the 
French did much, and did it with conscious intent. They cultivated 
theory, they were serious artists, and with this attitude James’s 
sympathy, as I have said, was very dose. He followed their 
example. His prefaces — unique in English literature — constitute an 
art of the novel, but more than that they bring a subtle intelligence 
and a marvelous gift of expression to bear on the life of imagina- 
tion in general. They are the story of a story— the thing caught in 
the act — told with delight, with ah^rption in the logic of intel- 
lectual events, with a luminou s display of reasoning. The prefaces 
are a natural f ruitio n, the expression of an interest in form dating 
from the beginning of James’s career as a writer. An example of it 
is a passage in a review of Tennyson’s Queen Mary written when 
James was still a young man. It should be quoted, at the risk of 
laboring the present point somewhat, for it is not readily accessible. 

‘^The dramatic form seems to me of all literary forms the very 
noblest. I have so extreme a relish for it that 1 am half afraid to 
trust myself to praise it, lest I should seem to be merely rhapsod iz- 
ing. The fine thing in a real drama is that, more than any other 
work of literary art, it needs a masterly structure. It needs to be 
shaped and fashioned and laid together, and this process makes a 
demand upon an artist’s rarest gifts. He must combine and arrange, 
inteipoJjite and elimina te, play the joiner with the most attentive 
skilly and yet at the end effectually bury his tools and his saw^st, 
and invest his elaborate skeleton with the smoothest and most pol- 
ished integument . The five-act drama ... is like a box of fixed 
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dimensions and inelastic material;, into which a mass of precious 
things are to be packed away. . . The precious things in question 
seem out of all proportion to the compass of the recept acle; but the 
artist has an assurance that with patience and skill a place may be 
made for each, and that nothing need be clipped or crumpled, 
squeezed or damaged. . , To work successfully beneath a^ few 
grave, rigid laws is always a strong man^s highest ideal of success.’ 

The lesson of Flaubert and of Maupassant is the lesson of form 
and style in a work of fiction. To James it seemed profoundly im- 
portant, and its importance is of course illustrated in his own career 
as a novelist. This, he felt, is where the claims of imagination, the 
novelist’s privilege as a poet, are most secure: in the need to com- 
pose freely, with a high hand, according to an idea and a method. 
The literal and the formless are much the same thing m a work 
of art. About the value of style James had no more doubt than 
Flaubert himself. ^There is no complete creation without style,’ he ' 
says, ^any more than there is complete music without sound.’ | 
Speaking of Loti, he notes the ^strange eloquence of suggestion and 
rhythm,’ and he says this is Vhat literature gives when it is most 
exquisite and which constitutes its sovereign value and its re- 
sistance to devouring time.’ He might have said the same of his 
own later fiction. A novel may give pleasure by its form, like any 
other work of art — by the way it is composed and put together. 

Form, and incidentally meaning — meaning as distinguished! 
from ideas — depend on the fusion of ^picture’ and fidea’ mentioned f 
above, which James felt is illustrated to perfection in Maupassant. 
It is the achievement that makes Madume Bovary a classic work, 
above any other novel whatever. The soul of Flaubert’s story is its | 
action — and it is all action, always in motion, always agoing for- 1 
ward. This is the ideal. Whether a novel has much or little inci- 
dent does not matter to this supreme quality of intention, which 
may be found — to take some examples at random — in a story of 
Jane Austen’s, in Richardson’s Clarissa ^ in Joyce’s Ulysses y in The 
Golden Bowl or The Wings of the Dove, It is amusing to observe, 
by the way, that James found Jane Austen merely finstinctive and 
charming.’ There can be no doubt about the soundness of this con- 
ception of unity in a novel, and especially about the relation of 
form and meaning. Fielding, for example, has a profusion of ideas, 
but it cannot be said that Tom Jones as a whole means anything, or 
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that the story as a whole carries any conviction. The same may be 
said o£ Dickens: one thinks of characters and episodes but seldom 
of the work as a whole, as a dramatic unity. There is too much im- 
provisation In Dickens for such an eftcct. James has passing allu- 
sions to the homantic interference’ and the absence of repose in 
Dickens’s work, but apart from an early unfavorable review of 
Our Mutual Friend that is all he has to say about him, speaking as 
a critic. That James had read him, like everybody else, with the 
devotion one gives to Dickens is evident both from The Middle 
Years and from James’s stories, where the touch of Dickens is 
often apparent in the portrayal of vcharacter. 

f James maintains that a novelist has to convey his own sense of 
things like any other artist j his ^prime sensibility is the soil out of 
which his subject springs.’ No matter how ample his documenta- 
tion may be he has to choose w'here and how to cut his slice of life. 
lj He can lead us after all only Into his own mind. He must select 
and compose j subject passes into form and becomes inseparable 
from it in the diving work.’ It is in this way that art makes life, 
creates value, and bestows importance on the facts — a new value 
and a new importance. The artist’s imagination is a life-giving 
faculty. These are familiar ideas. But in applying them with great 
thoroughness and consistency to the novel, with Its burden of rep- 
resenting the actual — applying them not in behalf of irresponsible 
romance, of a Veak, false fumble for the remote and the discon- 
nected,’ as James describes it, but in the name of reality and truth, 
James rendered an important service to English fiction. And there 
have been signs that his woi-k is bearing fruit, is freeing the novel 
from the bondage of raffortage and the baleful influences of 
naturalism. One may put the matter very simply, leaving out the 
high esthetic reasons mentioned above: the reader who asks for a 
story cannot be put off with documents, and a story is what the 
reader should ask for._^4<S!'^^y the complete^ fusion of ^picture 
and idea’ and should be the novelist’s main preoccupation. It was 
James’s^und it is the essence of form. | 

^The New Novel’ included in this volume touches on questions 
of form that call for comment in the light of James’s novels and 
prefaces. Selection is always difiicult of course, but it is especially 
difficult for the novelist who aims to produce a large picture of 
life and yet restrict his canvas and maintain the proportions re- 
quired by his story. James has an Interesting allusion to the novels 
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of Tolstoy and Dostoievsky, which he calls 'fluid puddings,’ They 
contain plenty of life, he says, but it is not life that 'tells.’ This 
would seem to mean that they are deficient in composition and in 
that sense too long, but the observation is nowhere explained, and 
it is impossible to understand in what sense the life in War and 
Peace, for example, fails to tell. For it cannot mean that the novel 
has no theme. Yet this is probably what it does mean, and the fact 
throws an interesting light on James’s partiality for form. In any 
case selection and economy are two of the principal subjects of the 
prefaces, economy in particular: foreshortening, the 'fusion’ and 
'synthesis’ of picture, all the 'sense’ without all the 'substance,’ 
implication rather than statement, the overtones and symbolic 
value of simile and metaphor. All this implies an elaborate art, 
often close to poetry, the aim of which is the maximum of ex- 
pression. 

In the 'London Note’ of July, 1897, Notes on Novelists James 
glances at the relation between two of the novelist’s major prob- 
lems: the necessity of producing a sense of duration, and the dis- 
tribution of scenes — time and dialogue. The first is the problem — 
a formidable one — of combining intensity with an impression of 
extent or mass. In Roderick Hudson, for example, James failed to 
solve this problem, as he notes in the preface. The hero’s deteriora- 
tion is supposed to be gradual and would have taken time, but the 
impression of a lapse of time is not produced and the deterioration 
has accordingly no story-value. It is not a question of dates but of 
perspective, of an extra dimension ; the reader must have the sen- 
sation, not merely be told the fact. The novelist and dramatist, 
unlike the historian, write of course in defiance of the calendar; 
duration, as Sterne noted long ago, does not depend upon the clock 
but on the reader’s consciousness. There may be two clocks in a 
novel as in a play; and James was perhaps the first to exploit this 
possibility and deliberately play off one against the other for veri-, 
similitude and for dramatic intensity. He was led to do this by his 
dramatic sense, which makes him keep his narrative always as far 
as possible in the present, so that something is always just happen- 
ing; and in this sense James’s novels are all ‘action,’ the story un- 
folding like a play on the stage, without the author’s intervention. 
Past events that are never set forth, and the time in which they 
are supposed to occur and which cannot be found in the reckoning. 
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can be made to count for the reader’s imagination, as James has 
shown. 

Dialogue is the recourse of the superficial novelist. It crowds 
out, James says, ^the golden blocks themselves of the structure, 
the whole divine exercise and mystery of the exquisite art of 
presentation’} and he goes on to say that ^Thc ugliest trick it plays 
at any rate is its effect on that side of the novelist’s effort — the side 
of most difficulty and thereby of most dignity — ^which consists in 
giving the sense of duration, of the lapse and accumulation of 
time.’ It may be in itself a principle of composition, as in James’s 
The Awkward Age^ but as a rule it is only a means of displaying 
character or humor or wisdom without much regard to the story 
as a whole, whereas a scene should be a turning point and have a 
culminating effect. It then becomes structurally important and has 
to be prepared for, by means of the ^golden blocks’ allude d to 
above. The scene is perhaps the foremost of James’s technical 
problems — the problem in part of holding dialogue down} and it 
must be remembered that James wrote unusually good dialogue. 
There are few novels in which James’s principle is so w^ell jixem- 
pjifiei as in Richardson’s Clarissa. Again and again the issues of 
the story are brought to a head, the crisis defined, in a scene that 
seems to force its way irresistibly to the surface, does Its work, and 
is resolved back into the strong current of the narrative. There is 
no room for mere talk. Such is the ideal James had in mind. It is 
presumably what Jane Austen meant when she spoke of stretching 
out Pride and Prejudice here and there with a chapter of Jseuse.’ 

As a fellow-craftsman James writes with exceptional authority, 
but always of course from his own point of view as a novelist. He 
felt a desire in his later days to rewrite what he read, and such an 
attitude has obvious dangers for the critic. In voicing the senti- 
ments of the ^English-speaking consciousness’ about French writ- 
ers, he is led into serious errors of judgment, and the conscious- 
ness turns outmn occasion to be a moral provincialism or com- 
placency, a sense of superiority that makes him speak of the ‘^Gallic 
lightness of soil in the moral region,’ or assert privately as a young 
man in Paris, after being introduced to Flaubert’s circle, that he 
could see all round Flaubert intellectually. This moral and in- 
tellectual self-assurance was inherited, like his cosnaop olitanism . His 
criticism is limited by the smallness of its subject matter. He writes 
mostly about contemporary French fiction, never of the literary 
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past, and always about individual figures, generalizing only when 
he IS c ontra sting the esthetic intelligence of the French writers of 
his day with their moral shallowness. Thus his criticism like his 
fiction has its international theme. 

He is a student of literary temperament, of character, like his 
avowed master Sainte-Beuve, but he has, of course, little of Sainte- 
Beuve’s knowledge or historical sense, and his portraits are de- 
ficient in background. He was no scholar, yet he was too much of a 
novelist not to appreciate the value of a picture of manners as a 
setting for the individual figure. He observes in the essay on 
Emerson: ‘We know a man imperfectly until we know his so- 
ciety. . . This is especially true of a man of letters, for manners 
lie very close to literature.’ But he relies on his own observation. 
An unusually interesting example of p ortra iture in James’s criti- 
cism is the picture of Turgenev included here as James knew him 
in Pans, which takes in Flaubert and Flaubert’s circle by the way, 
and contains some autobiography. James had known many of the 
persons he writes about, and his delight in character is often as 
great as his pleasure in books. Yet he is chary of biographical de- 
tail 5 mere facts do not interest him, and he deplores the publica- 
tion of letters and memoirs that reveal the private life and expose 
such matters as Flaubert’s epilepsy or the scandal in the pages of 
the Goncourts’ Journal, It Is a reaction in part against the rage of 
publicity that was beginning to overwhelm the world in James’s 
later days. His sense of history waS a sense of the immediate past, 
of something still tangible, still accessible to observation and per- 
sonal contact. It is exhibited in his Lije of Hawthorne, and in the 
essay on Emerson included here. But he could not hope to under- 
stand Balzac’s world as he understood Hawthorne’s and Emerson’s, 
and he made no effort to do so. There is little trace in his criticism 
of the history of literature, and accordingly little perspective. But 
James’s interest in character and manners and in the life of 
imagination lends breadth to his criticism. It has furthermore the 
eloquence and distinction conferred by style. 

His idealism is seldom disabling and does not prevent him from 
exerting his gift of taste and pinning down the essential quality. 
He had intelligence and irony and a love of lifej and his idealism 
could take care of itself. He was not taken in either by the natural- 
ism of his age or by its esthetkism. In this connection a passage 
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from an essay on D^Annunzio in Notes on Novelists must be 
quoted. 

^Many of us will doubtless not have foi“gotten how we were wit- 
nesses a certain number of years since to a season and a society that 
had found themselves of a sudden roused, as from some deep 
drugged sleep, to the conception of the ^^esthetic^^ law of lifej in 
consequence of which this happy thought had begun to receive the 
honours of a lively appetite and an eager curiosity, but was at the 
same time surrounded and manipulated by as many difFerent kinds 
of inexpertness as probably ever huddled together on a single 
pretext. The spectacle was strange and finally was wearisome, for 
the simple reason that the principle in question, once it was pro- 
claimed — a principle not easily formulated, but which we may 
conveniently speak of as that of beauty at any price, beauty ap- 
pealing alike to the senses and to the mind — was never felt to fall 
into its place as really adopted and efficient. It remained for us a 
queer high-flavoured fruit from overseas, grown under another 
sun than ours, passed round and solemnly partaken of at banquets 
organised to try it, but not found on the whole really to agree 
with us, not proving thoroughly digestible.^ 

James’s humanism is as notable as his care for art, and this 
constitutes no bad equipment for a critic. He saw that art for art’s 
sake is meaningless, and hardly any critic of his time was so little 
distracted by current theories yet so alert to the issues they raised. 
He cared above all for the relation between art and life 5 and he 
set a higher value on criticism, on cultivated taste, than any Eng- 
lish-writing novelist before him. Tt takes a great deal of history,’ 
he said, ^to produce a little literature.’ As his observation and irony 
grew so his detachment increased — happily for himself and for his 
art. It was his art that made him secure, and what he blamed in 
Flaubert more than all else was the absence of this composure. 
James was unsympathetic about Flaubert’s disgust with the world, 
but this was not because he had any illusions about it himself. He 
became more and more critical of it, and the evils of the world 
occupy an ever larger place in his novels. He saw newspaperism 
and publicity, ^the great new science of beating the sense out of 
words,’ spread like weeds. He saw a growing materialism and semi- 
literacy without mistaking them, like some of his contemporaries, 
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for symptoms of progress. His sensitiveness to social phenomena 
was far-reaching. 

The little essay on criticism included in this volume pre- 
sents a contradiction. One would suppose that in picturing the 
ideal James would be describing his own aim as a critic, and to a 
certain extent the essay does this 3 but it is nevertheless thoroughly 
misleading in regard to the character of James’s criticism in its 
suggestion of Paterism and the soul’s adventures among master- 
pieces, of the subjective and deeply personal. ^Criticism,’ says 
James here, Hs the critic, just as art is the artist’ 3 labels mean 
nothing, and the only kind of criticism worth speaking of, he says, 
^is the kind that springs from the liveliest experience.’ Elsewhere 
he says that criticism is for him enjoyment, the real gustatory. 
Against this one must set a highly appreciative article on Sainte- 
Beuve published in 1880, in which James is clearly the disciple 3 
also the observations in an essay on Stevenson in Partial Portraits 
concerning ^palette and brush,’ ^fixing a talent and following its 
line’ 3 and the remark (m ri Small Boy and Others') about his 
^first glimpse of that possibility of a ^^free play of mind” over a 
subject which was to throw him ... at a later stage of culture 
. . . into the critical arms of Matthew Arnold.’ Fixing a talent 
comes much nearer to describing his practice than the ^real 
gustatory.’ The essay Is not a philosophy of criticism or a state- 
ment about method but a rebuke to Philistinism. Moreover when 
James says that ^criticism is the critic just as art is the artist’ It 
must be remembered that his art is impersonal, and the state- 
ment therefore means only that the critic, like the artist, will indi- 
rectly reveal the quality of his mind in his work, and James’s 
criticism proves that it means nothing more. He is reminiscent 
but always objective, as impersonal in his criticism as in his novels. 
He is like Hazlitt and not at all like Pater 3 the object and the 
critic’s impressions do not melt together. But he is cold compared 
with Hazlitt, more analytical, more aloof 3 and there is in fact 
not much of the ^real gustatory’ in his criticism. There is much 
art, an air of receptiveness and a point of view, a manner that Is 
indeed ^personal,’ and in which no discrimination is lost. The whole 
has a logic, something of the quality of a demonstration, a ^There 
you are’ finality. James’s analysis is interesting for its own sake, for 
the ^fine thread’ of the argument and the general conclusions ar- 
rived at, as well as for what It proves about the immediate subject. 
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This is especially true when his subject is a ^case’ that presents a 
moral concerning the esthetic life, as in his essay on Zola or on 
D’Annunzio. 

With James it is impossible to separate the critic from the 
novelist, and his criticism is easily assimilated to his fiction in point 
of view as well as in its strength: the glow of imagination, sureness 
of touch, and faculty of expression. His manner, the union of grace 
and intelligence, is the stamp of a fine nature. He knew the value 
of a disciplined art as only an artist can know it, but he saw it at 
the same time under a larger aspect as a part of life, of character 
and manners. In this he is a true disciple of Matthew Arnold. 
His chief interest was conduct, not art, but like poets before him 
he put his faith in imagination as the instrument of both, and his 
criticism everywhere upholds this faith. The art is ultimately the 
measure of the man 5 for a critic absorbed in the spectacle of life 
no doctrine could be more inspiring, James reflects truly neither 
the ^English-speaking consciousness’ nor the French love of form, 
but something more rarefied than either, a ^higher synthesis,’ 
which is ilJustrated in his novels and his criticism both. He liked 
to mediate between opposites, and one sees the effort at work in 
his attitude towards French realism, which is neither French nor 
English, and which is somehow made good in his fiction. It is an 
'"attitude best illustrated in his feeling about Turgenev. Both his 
idealism and his detachment are noteworthy. They lie deep in his 
heritage as an American and as a member of the particular family 
to which he belonged. ' 








The Art of Fiction ^ 


I SHOULD not have affixed so comprehensive a title to these few 
remai'ks, necessarily wanting in any completeness upon a subject 
the full consideration of which would carry us far, did I not seem 
to discover a pretext for my temerity in the interesting pamphlet 
lately published under this name by Mr. Walter Besant. Mr. 
Besant’s lecture at the Royal Institution — ^the original form of his 
pamphlet — appears to indicate that many persons are interested 
in the art of fiction, and are not indifferent to such remarks, as 
those who practise it may attempt to make about it. I am there- 
fore anxious not to lose the benefit of this favourable association, 
and to edge in a few words under cover of the attention which 
Mr. Besant is sure to have excited. There is something very en- 
couraging in his having put into form certain of his ideas on the 
mystery of story-telling. 

It is a proof of life and curiosity — curiosity on the part of the 
brotherhood of novelists as well as on the part of their readers. 
Only a short time ago it might have been supposed that the English 
novel was not what the French call discutabl^. It had no air of 
having a theory, a conviction, a consciousness of itself behind it — 
of being the expression of an artistic faith, the result of choice and 
comparison. I do not say it was necessarily the worse for that: it 
would take much more courage than I possess to intimate that the 
form of the novel as Dickens and Thackeray (for instance) saw it 
had any taint of incompleteness. It was, however, naif (if I may 
help myself out with another French word) ^ and evidently if it 
be destined to suffer in any way for having lost its naivete it has 
now an idea of making sure of the corresponding advantages. Dur- 
ing the period I have alluded to there was a comfortable, good- 
humoured feeling abroad that a novel is a novel, as a pudding is a 

* From Partial Portraits by Henry James, Macmillan and Co., London and 
New York, 1888. 


a 
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pudding, and that our only business with it could be to swallow it. 
But within a year or two, for some reason or other, there have 
been signs of returning animation — the era of discussion would 
appear to have been to a certain extent opened. Art lives upon 
disoission, upon experiment, upon curiosity, upon variety of at- 
tempt, upon the exchange of views and the comparison of stand- 
pbintsj and there is a presumption that those times when no one 
has anything particular to say about it, and has no reason to give 
for practice or preference, though they may be times of honour, 
are not times of development — are times, possibly even, a little of 
dulness. The successful application of any art is a delightful spec- 
tacle, but the theory too is interesting} and though there is a great 
deal of the latter without the former I suspect there has never 
been a genuine success that has not had a latent core of conviction. 
Discussion, suggestion, formulation, these things are fertilizing 
when they are frank and sincere. Mr. Besant has set an excellent 
example in saying what he thinks, for his part, about the way in 
which fiction should be written, as well as about the way in which 
it should be published} for his view of the ‘art,’ carried on into an 
appendix, covers that too. Other labourers in the same field will 
doubtless take up the argument, they will give it the light of their 
experience, and the effect will surely be to make our interest in the 
novel a little more what it had for some time threatened to fail to 
be — a serious, active, inquiring interest, under protection of which 
this delightful study may, in moments of confidence, venture to 
say a little more what it thinks of itself. 

It must take Itself seriously for the public to take it so. The old 
superstition about fiction being ‘wicked’ has doubtless died out in 
England} but the spirit of It lingers In a certain oblique regard 
directed toward any story which does not more or less admit that 
it is only a joke. Even the most jocular novel feels In some degree 
the weight of the proscription that was formerly directed against 
literary levity: the jocularity does not always succeed in passing 
for orthodoxy. It is still expected, though perhaps people are 
ashamed to say it, that a production which is after all only a ‘mak e- 
believe ’ (for what else Is a ‘story’?) shall be in some degree apolo- 
getic — shall renounce the pretension of attempting really to re- 
present life. This, of course, any sensible, wide-awake story de- 
clines to do, for it quickly perceives that the tolerance granted to 
it on such a condition Is only an attempt to stifle it disguised In the 
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form of generosity. The old evangelical hostility to the novel, 
which was as explicit as it was narrow, and which regarded it as 
little less favourable to our immortal part than a stage-play, was 
in reality far less insulting.^'he only reason for the existence of a 
novel is that it does attempt to represent lif^ When it relinquishes 
this attempt, the same attempt that we see' on the canvas of the 
painter, it will have arrived at a very strange pass. It is not ex- 
pected of the picture that it will make itself humble in order to 
be forgiven 5 and the analogy between the art of the painter and 
the art of the novelist is, so far as I am able to see, complete. Their 
inspiration is the same, their process (allowing for the different 
quality of the vehicle) is the same, their success is the same. They 
may learn from each other, they may explain and sustain each 
other. Their cause is the same, and the honour of one is the honour ^ 
of another. The Mahometans think a picture an unholy thing, 
but it is a long time since any Christian did, and it is therefore the 
more odd that in the Christian mind the traces (dissimulated 
though they may be) of a suspicion of the sister art should linger 
to this day. The only effectual way to lay it to rest is to emphasize ^ 
the analogy to which I just alluded — to insist on the fact that as 
the picture is reality, so the novel is history. That is the only gen- 
eral description (which does it justice) that we may give of the 
novel. But history also is allowed to represmt life 5 it is not, any 
more than painting, expected to apologize, frhe subject-matter of 
fiction is stored up likewise in documents and records, and if it will . 
not give itself away, as they say in California, it must speak with 
assurance, with the tone of the historian. Certain accomplished- 
novelists have a habit of giving themselves away which must often 
bring tears to the eyes of people who take their fiction seriously^I ^ 
was lately struck, in reading over many pages of Anthony ^ 
Trollope, with his want of discretion in this particular. In a di- 
gression, a parenthesis or an aside, he concedes to the reader that 
he and this trusting friend are only ^making believe.^ He admits 
that the events he narrates have not really happened, and that he 
can give his narrative any turn the reader may like best. Such a 
betrayal of a sacred office seems to me, I confess, a terrible crimes 
it is what I mean by the attitude of apology, and it shocks me 
every whit as much in Trollope as it would have shocked me in 
Gibbon or Macaulay. It implies that the novelist is less occupiedl 
in looking for the truth (the truth, of course I mean, that he as-| 
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sumes, the premises that we must grant him, whatever they may 
be) than the historian, and in doing so it deprives him at a stroke 
of all his standing-room. To represent and illustrate the past, the 
actions of men, is the task of either writer, and the only difference 
that I can see is, in proportion as he succeeds, to the honour of the 
novelist, consisting as it does in his having more difficulty in col- 
lecting his evidence, which is so far from being purely literary. It 
seems to me to give him a great character, the fact that he has at 
once so much in common with the philosopher and the painter j 
this double analogy is a magnificent heritage. 

It is of all this evidently that Mr. Besant is full when he in- 
sists upon the fact that fiction is o ne of the fme arts, deserving in 
its turn of all the honours and emoluments that have hitherto been 
reserved for the successful profession of music, poetry, painting, 
architecture. It is impossible to insist too much on so important a 
truth, and the place that Mr. Besant demands for the work of the 
novelist may be represented, a trifle less abstractly, by saying that 
he demands not only that it shall be reputed artistic, but that it 
shall be reputed very artistic indeed. It is excellent that he should 
have struck this note, for his doing so indicates that there was need 
of it, that his proposition may be to many people a novelty. One 
rubs one’s eyes at the thought 5 but the rest of Mr. Besant’s essay 
confirms the revelation. I suspect in truth that it would be pos- 
sible to confirm it still further, and that one would not be far 
wrong in saying that in addition to the people to whom it has never 
occurred that a novel ought to be artistic, there are a great many 
others who, if this principle were urged upon them, would be 
filled with an indefinable mistrust. They would find it difficult to 
explain their repugnance, but it would operate strongly to put 
them on their guard. ‘Art,’ in our Protestant communities, where 
so many things have got so strangely twisted about, is supposed in 
certain circles to have some vaguely injurious effect upon those 
who make it an important consideration, who let it weigh in the 
balance. It is assumed to be opposed in some mysterious manner 
to morality, to amusement, to instruction. When it is embodied in 
the work of the painter (the sculptor is another affair! ) you know 
what it is; it stands there before you, in the honesty of pink and 
green and a gilt frame} you can see the worst of it at a glance, and 
you can be on your guard. But when it is introduced into literature 
it becomes more insidious — there is danger of its hurting you be- 
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fore you know it. Literature should be either instructive or amus- 
ing, and there is in many minds an impression that these artistic 
preoccupations, the search for form, contribute to neither end, 
interfere indeed with both. They are too frivolous to be edify- 
ing, and too serious to be diverting^ and they are moreover prig- 
gish and paradoxical and superfluous. That, I think, represents the 
manner in which the latent thought of many people who read 
novels as an exercise in skipping would explain itself if it were to 
become articulate. They would argue, of course, that a novel 
ought to be %ood,’ but they would interpret this term in a fashion 
of their own, which indeed would vary considerably from one 
critic to another. One would say that being good means repre- 
senting virtuous and aspiring characters, placed in prominent posi- 
tions 3 another would say that it depends on a ‘happy ending,’ on 
a distribution at the last of prizes, pensions, husbands, wives, 
babies, millions, appended paragraphs, and cheerful remarks. An- 
other still would say that it means being full of incident and 
movement, so that we shall wish to jump ahead, to see who was 
the mysterious stranger, and if the stolen will was ever found, 
and shall not be distracted from this pleasure by any tiresome 
analysis or ‘description.’ But they would all agree that the ‘artistic’ 
idea would spoil some of their fun. One would hold it accountable 
for all the description, another would see it revealed in the absence 
of sympathy. Its hostility to a happy ending would be evident, 
and it might even in some cases render any ending at all impos- 
sible. The ‘ending’ of a novel is, for many persons, like that of a 
good dinner, a course of dessert and ices, and the artist in fiction 
is regarded as a sort of meddlesome doctor who forbids agreeable 
aftertastes. It is therefore true that this conception of Mr. Besant’s 
of the novel as a superior form encounters not only a negative but 
a positive indifference. It matters little that as a work of art it 
should really be as little or as much of its essence to supply happy 
endings, sympathetic characters, and an objective tone, as if it were 
a work of mechanics: the association of ideas, however incon- 
gruous, might easily be too much for it if an eloquent voice were 
not sometimes raised to call attention to the fact that it is at once 
as free and as serious a branch of literature as any other. 

Certainly this might sometimes be doubted in presence of the 
enormous number of works of fiction that appeal to the credulity 
of our generation, for it might easily seem that there could be no 
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great character in a commodity so quickly and easily produced. It 
must be admitted that good novels are much compromised by bad 
ones, and that the field at large suffers discredit from overcrowd- 
ing. I think, however, that this injury is only superficial, and that 
the superabundance of written fiction proves nothing against the 
principle itself. It has been vulgarized, like all other kinds of 
literature, like everything else to-day, and it has proved more 
than some kinds accessible to vulgarization. But there is as much 
difference as there ever was between a good novel and a bad one: 
the bad is swept with all the daubed canvases and spoiled marble 
into some unvisited limbo, or infinite rubbish-yard beneath the 
back-windows of the world, and the good subsists and emits its 
light and stimulates our desire for perfection. As I shall take the 
liberty of making but a single criticism of Mr. Besant, whose tone 
is so full of the love of his art, I may as well have done with it at 
once. He seems to me to mistake in attempting to say so definitely 
beforehand what sort of an affair the good novel will be. To in- 
dicate the danger of such an error as that has been the purpose of 
these few pages j to suggest that certain traditions on the subject, 
applied a fnon, have already had much to answer for, and that 
the good health of an art W'hich undertakes so immediately to re- 
produce life must demand that it be perfectly free. It lives upon 
exercise, and the very meaning of exercise is freedom. The only 
obligation to which in advance we may hold a novel, without in- 
curring the accusation of being arbitrary, is that it be interesting. 
That general responsibility rests upon it, but it is the only one I 
can think of. The ways in which it is at liberty to accomplish this 
result (of interesting us) strike me as innumerable, and such as can 
only suffer from being marked out or fenced in by prescription. 
They are as various as the temperament of man, and they are suc- 
cessful in prhportion as they reveal a particular mind, different 
from others/A n ovel is in its broadest definitio n a per sonal, a direct 
impression of life:”that, to begin with, consHfufSsTtsr'raiue,' which 
IS greater or less aSordTr^ fo lihre intensity of ‘the irhpression. But 
there will be no intensity at all, land therefore no value, unless 
there is freedo;u to feel and sayf^he tracing of a line to be fol- 
lowed, of a tone to be taken, of a form to be filled out, is a limita- 
tion of that freedom and a suppression of the very thing that we 
are most curious about. The form, it seems to me, is to be appreci- 
ated after the fact: then the author’s choice has been made, his 
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Standard has been indicated j then we can follow lines and direc- 
tions and compare tones and resemblances. Then in a word we can 
enjoy one of the most charming of pleasures, we can estimate qual- 
ity, we can apply the test of execution. The execution belongs to 
the author alone j it is^4vhat is most personal to him, and we 
measure him by that.'»^he advantage, the luxury, as well as the 
torment and responsibility of the novelist, is that there is no limit 
to what he may attempt as an executant — no limit to his possible 
experiments, efforts, discoveries, successes. Here it is especially that 
he works, step by step, like his brother of the brush, of whom we 
may always say that he has painted his picture in a manner best 
known to himself. His manner is his secret, not necessarily a 
jealous cannot disclose it as a general thing if he would j 

he would be at a loss to teach it to others. I say this with a due 
recollection of having insisted on the community of method of 
the artist who paints a picture and the artist who writes a novel. 
The painter is able to teach the rudiments of his practice, and it is 
possible, from the study of good work (granted the aptitude), 
both to learn how to paint and to learn how to write. Yet it re- 
mains true, without injury to the raffrochementy that the literary 
artist would be obliged to say to his pupil much more than the 
other, ^Ah, well, you must do it as you can^’ It is a question of 
degree, a matter of delicacy. If there are exact sciences, there are! 
also exact arts, and the grammar of painting Is so much more;^ 
definite that it makes the difference. 

I ought to add, however, that if Mr. Besant says at the begin- 
ning of his essay that the ffaws of fiction may be laid down and\ 
taught with as much precision and exactness as the laws of har-! 
mony, perspective, and proportion,’ he mitigates what might ap-^ 
pear to be an extravagance by applying his remark to ^general’ 
laws, and by expressing most of these rules In a manner with which 
it would certainly be unaccommodating to disagree. Tfiat^e 
njQV ellst must write from his experience, that his ^charact ers.jiiust 
be real and such^as jnight be met with In actual llfe’^ that ^a young 
lady brought up In a quiet country village should avoid descrip- ' 
tions qf_ garrison l ife,’ and ‘^a writer whose friends and personall 
experiences belong to the lower middle-class should carefully! 
ayold introducing his characters into society’ j that one should enter 
one’s notes in a common-place bookj that one’s figures should be 
clear in outline 5 that making them clear by some trick of speech 
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or of carriage is a bad method, and describing them at length’ is 
a worse one; that English Fiction should have a ‘conscious moral 
purpose’; that ‘it is almost impossible to estimate too highly the 
value of careful workmanship — that is, of style’; that ‘the most 
important point of all is the story,’ that ‘the story is everything’: 
these are principles with most of which it is surely impossible not 
to sympathize. That remark about the lower middle-class writer 
and his knowing his place is perhaps rather chilling; but for the 
rest I should find it ^fiicult to dissent from any one of these re- 
commendations. At the same time, I should find it difficult posi- 
tively to assent to them, with the exception, perhaps, of the in- 
junction as to entering one’s notes in a common-place book. They 
scarcely seem to me to have the quality that Mr. Besant attributes 
to the rules of the novelist — the ‘precision and exactness’ of ‘the 
laws of harmony, perspective, and proportion.’ They are sugges- 
tive, they are even inspiring, but they are not exact, though they 
are doubtless as much so as the case admits of: which is a proof of 
that liberty of interpretation for which I just contended. For the 
value of these different injunctions — so beautiful and so vague — 
is wholly in the meaning one attaches to them. The characters, the 
situation, which strike one as real will- be those that touch and 
interest one most, but the measure of reality is very difficult to fix. 
The reality of Don Quixote or of Mr. Micawber is a very delicate 
shade; it is a reality so coloured by the author’s vision that, vivid 
as it may be, one would hesitate to propose it as a model: one 
would expose one’s self to some very embarrassing questions on 
the part of a pupil.{lt goes without saying that you will not write 
a good novel unless you possess the sense of reality; but it will be 
difficult to give you a recipe for calling that sense into beingy 
Humanity is immense, and reality has a myriad forms; the most 
one can affirm is that some of the flowers of fiction have the odour 
of it, and others have not; as for telling you in advance how your 
nosegay should be composed, that is another affair. It is equally ex- 
cellent and inconclusive to say that one must write from experience; 
to our supposititious aspirant such a declaration might savour of 
mockery. What kind of experience is intended, and where does it 
begin and end? Experience is never limited, and it is never com- 
plete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spider-web of 
the finest silken threads suspended in the chamber of conscious- 
ness, and catching every air-borne particle in its tissue. /It is the 
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very atmospliere of the mindj and when the mind is imaginative 
— much more when it happens to be that of a man of genius — ^it 
takes to itself the faintest hints of life, it converts the very pulses 
of the air into revelations^The young lady living in a village has 
only to be a damsel upon whom nothing is lost to make it quite 
unfair (as it seems to me) to declare to her that she shall have 
nothing to say about the military. Greater miracles have been seen 
than that, imagination assisting, she should speak the truth about 
some of these gentlemen. I remember an English novelist, a 
woman of genius, telling me that she was much commended for 
the impression she had managed to give in one of her tales of the 
nature and way of life of the French Protestant youth. She had 
been asked where she learned so much about this recondite being, 
she had been congratulated on her peculiar opportunities. These 
opportimities consisted in her having once, in Paris, as she ascended 
a staircase, passed an open door where, in the household of a 
fasteur, some of the young Protestants were seated at table round 
a finished meal. The glimpse made a picture j it lasted only a 
moment, but that moment was experience. She had got her direct 
personal impression, and she turned out her type. She knew what 
youth was, and what Protestantism; she also had the advantage 
of having seen what it was to be French, so that she converted 
these ideas into a concrete image and produced a reality. Above 
all, however, she was blessed with the faculty which when you give 
it an inch takes an ell, and which for the artist is a much greater 
source of strength than any accident of residence or of place in 
the social scale. The power to guess the unseen from the seen, to 
trace the implication of things, to judge the whole piece by the 
pattern, the condition of feeling life in general so completely that 
you are well on your way to knowing any particular corner of it — 
this cluster of gifts may almost be said to constitute experience, 
arid they occur in muntry and in town, and in the most differing 
stages of educationC lf . exp erience consists of impresaons, it may be 
said that impressions are experience, just as (have we not seen it? j 
they are the very, air. we breathe. Therefore, if I should certainly 
^y'to a novice, Write from_experience and experience only,’ I 
should feel that tfiis was rather a tantalizing monition if I were 
not careful immediately to add, ‘Try to be one of the people on 
whom nothing is lost!’/ 

I am far from intending by this to minimize the importance of 
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exactness — of truth of detail. One can speak best from one’s own 
taste, and I may therefore venture to say that the air of reality 
(solidity of specification) seems to me to be the supreme virtue of 
a novel — the merit on which all its other merits (including that 
conscious moral purpose of which Mr. Besant speaks) helplessly 
and submissively depend. If it be not there they are all as nothing, 
and if these be there, they owe their effect to the success with which 
the author has produced the illusion of life. The cultivation of this 
success, the study of this exquisite process, form, to my taste, the 
beginning and the end of the art of the novelist. They are his in- 
spiration, his despair, his reward, his torment, his delight. It is 
here in very truth that he competes with life; it is here that he 
competes with his brother the painter in his attempt to render the 
look of things, the look that conveys their meaning, to catch the 
colour, the relief, the expression, the surface, the substance of the 
human spectacle. It is in regard to this that Mr. Besant is well in- 
spired when he bids him take notes. He cannot possibly take too 
many, he cannot possibly take enough. All life solicits him, and to 
'render’ the simplest surface, to produce the most momentary il- 
lusion, is a very complicated business. His case would be easier, 
and the rule would be more exact, if Mr. Besant had been able 
to tell him what notes to take. But this, I fear, he can never learn 
in any manual; it is the business of his life. He has to take a great 
many in order to select a few, he has to work them up as he can, 
and even the guides and philosophers who might have most to say 
to him must leave him alone when it comes to the application of 
precepts, as we leave the painter in communion with his palette. 
That his characters 'must be clear in outline,’ as Mr. Besant says 
— ^he feels that down to his boots; but how he shall make them so 
is a secret between his good angel and himself. It would be ab- 
surdly simple if he could be taught that a great deal of ‘descrip- 
tion’ would make them so, or that on the contrary the absence of 
description and the cultivation of dialogue, or the absence of 
dialogue and the multiplication of 'incident,’ would rescue him 
from his difficulties. Nothing, for instance, is more possible than 
that he be of a turn of mind for which this odd, literal opposition 
of description and dialogue, incident and description, has little 
meaning and light. People often talk of these things as if they had 
a kind of internecine distinctness, instead of melting into each other 
at every breath, and being intimately associated parts of one gen- 
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eral eflFort of expression, I cannot imagine composition existing in 
a series of blocks, nor conceive, in any novel worth discussing at 
all, of a passage of description that is not in its intention narrative, 
a passage of dialogue that is not in its intention descriptive, a touch 
of truth of any sort that does not partake of the nature of inci- 
dent, or an incident that derives its interest from any other source 
than the general and only source of the success of a work of art — 
that of being illustrative. A novel Is a living thing, all one and 
continuous, like any other organism, and in proportion as it lives 
will it be found, I think, that In each of the parts there is some- 
thing of each of the other parts. The critic who over the close 
texture of a finished work shall pretend to trace a geography of 
items will mark some frontiers as artificial, I fear, as any that have 
been known to history. There is an old-fashioned distinction be- 
tween the novel of character and the novel of incident which must 
have cost many a smile to the intending fabulist who was keen 
about his work. It appears to me as little to the point as the equally 
celebrated distinction between the novel and the romance — to 
answer as little to any reality. There are bad novels and good 
novels, as there are bad pictures and good pictures 5 but that is the 
only distinction in which I see any meaning, and I can as little 
Imagine speaking of a novel of character as I can imagine speak- 
ing of a picture of character. When one says picture one says of 
character, when one says novel one says of incident, and the terms 
may be transposed at will. What is character but the determina- 
tion of incident? What Is incident but the illustration of character? 
What is either a picture or a novel that is of character? What 
else do we seek in it and find in it? It is an incident for a woman 
to stand up with her hand resting on a table and look out at you in 
a certain wayj or if It be not an incident I think it will be hard to 
say what it is. At the same time it is an expression of character. If 
you say you don^t see It (character in that — aliens donc^)^ this is 
exactly what the artist who has reasons of his own for thinking he 
does see it undertakes to show you. When a young man makes up 
his mind that he has not faith enough after all to enter the church 
as he intended, that is an incident, though you may not hurry to 
the end of the chapter to see whether perhaps he doesn’t change 
once more, I do not say that these are extraordinary or startling 
incidents. I do not pretend to estimate the degree of interest pro- 
ceeding from them, for this will depend upon the skill of the 
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painter. It sounds almost puerile to say that some incidents are in- 
trinsically much more important than others, and I need not take 
this precaution after having professed my sympathy for the major 
ones in remarking that the only classification of the novel that I 
can understand is into that which has life and that which has it not. 

The novel and the romance, the novel of incident and that of 
character — these clumsy separations appear to me to have been 
made by critics and readers for their own convenience, and to help 
them out of some of their occasional queer predicaments, but to 
have little reality or interest for the producer, from whose point 
of view it is of course that we are attempting to consider the art of 
fiction. The case is the same with another shadowy category which 
Mr. Besant apparently is disposed to set up — that of the ‘modern 
English novel’ j unless indeed it be that in this matter he has 
fallen into an accidental confusion of standpoints. It is not quite 
clear whether he intends the remarks in which he alludes to it to 
be didactic or historical. It is as difficult to suppose a person in- 
tending to write a modern English as to suppose him writing an 
ancient English novel; that is a label which begs the question. One 
writes the novel, one paints the picture, of one’s language and of 
one’s time, and calling it modern English will not, alas' make the 
difficult task any easier. No more, unfortunately, will calling this 
or that work of one’s fellow-artist a romance — ^unless it be, of 
course, simply for the pleasantness of the thing, as for instance 
when Hawthorne gave this heading to his story of BlUhedale. 
The French, who have brought the theory of fiction to remark- 
able completeness, have but one name for the novel, and have not 
attempted smaller things in it, that I can see, for that. I can think 
of no obligation to which the ‘romancer’ would not be held equally 
with the novelist 5 the standard of execution is equally high for 
each. Of course it is of execution that we are talking — that being 
the only point of a novel that is open to contention. This is per- 
haps too often lost sight of, only to produce interminable con- 
fusions and cross-purposes. We must grant the artist his subject, 
his idea, his donnee: our criticism is applied only to what he makes 
of it. Naturally I do not mean that we are bound to like it or find 
it interesting: in case we do not our course is perfectly simple — ^to 
let it alone. We may believe that of a certain idea even the most 
sincere novelist can make nothing at all, and the event may per- 
fectly justify our belief j but the failure will have been a failure to 
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execute, and it is in the execution that the fatal weakness is re- 
corded. If we pretend to respect the artist at all, we must allow 
him his freedom of choice, in the face, in particular cases, of in- 
numerable presumptions that the choice will not fructify. Art de- 
rives a considerable part of its beneficial exercise from flying in 
the face of presumptions, and some of the most interesting ex- 
periments of which it is capable are hidden in the bosom of com- 
mon things. Gustave Flaubert has written a story about the de- 
votion of a servant-girl to a parrot, and the production, highly 
finished as it is, cannot on the whole be called a success. We are 
perfectly free to find it flat, but I think it might have been inter- 
esting 5 and I, for my part, am extremely glad he should have 
written it 3 it is a contribution to our knowledge of what can be 
done — or what cannot. Ivan Turgenieff has written a tale about a 
deaf and dumb serf and a lap-dog, and the thing is touching, 
loving, a little masterpiece. He struck the note of life where 
Gustave Flaubert missed it — he flew in the face of a presumption 
and achieved a victory. 

Nothing, of course, will ever take the place of the good old 
fashion of diking^ a work of art or not liking it: the most improved 
criticism will not abolish that primitive, that ultimate test. I men- 
tion this to guard myself from the accusation of intimating that the 
idea, the subject, of a novel or a picture, does not matter. It matters, 
to my sense, in the highest degree, and if I might put up a prayer 
it would be that artists should select none but the richest. Some, 
as I have already hastened to admit, are much more remunerative 
than others, and it would be a world happily arranged in which 
persons intending to treat them should be exempt from confusions 
and mistakes. This fortunate condition will arrive only, I fear, on 
the same day that critics become purged from error. Meanwhile, I 
repeat, we do not judge the artist with fairness unless we say to 
him, 

^Oh, I grant you your starting-point, because if I did not I should 
seem to prescribe to you, and heaven forbid I should take that 
responsibility. If I pretend to tell you what you must not take, you 
will call upon me to tell you then what you must take 3 in which 
case I shall be prettily caught. Moreover, it isn’t till I have ac- 
cepted your data that I can begin to measure you. I have the 
standard, the pitch 3 I have no right to tamper with your flute and 
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then criticize your music. Of course 1 may not care for your idea 
at all; I may think it silly, or stale, or unclean; in which case I 
wash my hands of you altogether. I may content myself with be- 
lieving that you will not have succeeded in being interesting, but I 
shall, of course, not attempt to demonstrate it, and you will be as 
indifferent to me as I am to you. I needn’t remind you that there 
are all sorts of tastes, who can know it better? Some people, for 
excellent reasons, don’t like to read about carpenters; others, for 
reasons even better, don’t like to read about courtesans. Many 
object to Americans. Others (I believe they are mainly editors and 
publishers) won’t look at Italians. Some readers don’t like quiet 
subjects; others don’t like bustling ones. Some enjoy a complete 
illusion, others the consciousness of large concessions. They choose 
their novels accordingly, and if they don’t care about your idea 
they won’t, a fortiori, care about your treatment.’ 

So that it comes back very quickly, as I have said, to the liking- 
in spite of M. Zola, who reasons less powerfully than he represents, 
and who will not reconcile himself to this absoluteness of taste, 
thinking that there are certain things that people ought to like, 
and that they can be made to like. I am quite at a loss to imagine 
anything (at any rate in this matter of fiction) that people ought 
to like or to dislike. Selection will be sure to take care of itself, for 
it has a constant motive behind it. That motive is simply experi- 
ence. As people feel life, so they will feel the art that is most 
closely related to it. This closeness of relation is what we should 
never forget in talking of the effort of the novel. Many people 
speak of it as a factitious, artificial form, a product of ingenuity, 
the business of which is to alter and arrange the things that sur- 
round us, to translate them into conventional, traditional moulds. 
This, however, is a view of the matter which carries us but a very 
short way, condemns the art to an eternal repetition of a few 
familiar cliches, cuts short its development, and leads us straight 
up to a dead wall. Catching the very note and trick, the strange 
irregular rhythm of life, that is the attempt whose strenuous force 
keeps Fiction upon her feet. In proportion as in what she offers us 
we see life without rearrangement do we feel that we are touch- 
ing the truth; in proportion as we see it with rearrangement do we 
feel that we are being put off with a substitute, a compromise and 
convention. It is not uncommon to hear an extraordinary assur- 
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ance of remark in regard to this matter of rearranging, which is 
often spoken of as if it were the last word of art. Mr. Besant seems 
to me in danger of falling into the great error with his rather un- 
guarded talk about ^selection.’ Art is essentially selection, but it is 
a selection whose main care is to be typical, to be inclusive. For 
many people art means rose-coloured window-panes, and selection 
means picking a bouquet for Mrs. Grundy. They will tell you 
glibly that artistic considerations have nothing to do with the dis- 
agreeable, with the ugly 3 they will rattle oS shallow common- 
places about the province of art and the limits of art till you are 
moved to some wonder in return as to the province and the limits 
of ignorance. It appears to me that no one can ever have made a 
seriously artistic attempt without becoming conscious of an im- 
mense increase — a kind of revelation — of freedom. One perceives 
in that case — ^by the light of a heavenly ray — ^that the province of^ 
art is all life, all feeling, all observation, all vision. As Mr. Besant 
so justly intimates, It is all experience. That is a sulScIent answer to 
those who maintain that it must not touch the sad things of life, 
who stick Into its divine unconscious bosom little prohibitory in- 
scriptions on the end of sticks, such as we see in public gardens — 
Tt Is forbidden to walk on the grass 5 it Is forbidden to touch the 
flowers; It is not allowed to introduce dogs or to remain after 
dark; It is requested to keep to the right. ^ The young aspirant in 
the line of fiction whom we continue to imagine will do nothing 
without taste, for In that case his freedom would be of little use 
to him ; but the first advantage of his taste will be to reveal to him 
the absurdity of the little sticks and tickets. If he have taste, I must 
add, of course he will have ingenuity, and my disrespectful 
reference to that quality just now was not meant to Imply that it 
is useless in fiction. But it Is only a secondary aid; the first is a 
capacity for receiving straight impressions. 

Mr. Besant has some remarks on the question of ^the story’ which 
I shall not attempt to criticize, though they seem to me to contain 
a singular ambiguity, because I do not think I understand them. 
I cannot see what is meant by talking as if there were a part of a 
novel which is the story and part of it which for mystical reasons 
is not — ^unless indeed the distinction be made in a sense in which 
it is difficult to suppose that any one should attempt to convey 
anything. The story,’ if It represents anything, Represents the 
subject, the idea, the donnee of the novel; and there Is surely no 
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'school’ — Mr. Besant speaks of a school — ^which urges that a novel 
should be all treatment and no subject. There must assuredly be 
something to treaty eveiy school Is intimately conscious of that. 
This sense of the story being the idea, the starting-point, of the 
novel, is the only one that I see in which it can be spoken of as 
something different from its organic whole; and since in propor- 
tion as the work is successful the idea permeates and penetrates it, 
Informs and animates it, so that every word and every punctuation- 
point contribute directly to the expression, in that proportion do we 
lose our sense of the story being a blade which may be drawn 
.more or less out of its sheath. The story and the novel, the idea 
and the form, are the^needle andlHreadj’ and I never heard of a 
guil'd’liFTairors who recommended the use of the thread without 
the needle, or the needle without the thread. Mr. Besant is not the 
only critfc who may be observed to have spoken as if there were 
certain things In life which constitute stories, and certain others 
which do not. I find the same odd implication in an entertaining 
article in the Pall Mall Gazette, devoted, as it happens, to Mr. 
Besant’s lecture. 'The story is the thing'’ says this graceful writer, 
as if with a tone of opposition to some other idea. I should think it 
was, as every painter who, as the time for ‘sending in’ his picture 
looms in the distance, finds himself still In quest of a subject — as 
every belated artist not fixed about his theme will heartily agree. 
There are some subjects which speak to us and others which do 
not, but he would be a clever man who should undertake to give a 
rule — an index expurgatorius — by which the story and the no- 
story should be known apart. It is impossible (to me at least) to 
imagine any such rule which shall not be altogether arbitrary. The 
writer in the Pall Mali opposes the delightful (as I suppose) novel 
of Margot la BalafrSe to certain tales in which 'Bostonian 
nymphs’ appear to have 'rejected English dukes for psychological 
reasons.’ I am not acquainted with the romance just designated, 
and can scarcely forgive the Pall Mall critic for not mentioning 
the name of the author, but the title appears to refer to a lady who 
may have received a scar in some heroic adventure. I am Incon- 
solable at not being acquainted with this episode, but am utterly at 
a loss to see why it is a story when the rejection (or acceptance) of 
a duke Is not, and why a reason, psychological or other, is not a 
subject when a dcatrix Is. They are all particles of the multitu- 
dinous life with which the novel deals, and surely no dogma which 
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pretends to make it lawful to touch the one and unlawful to touch 
the other will stand for a moment on its feet. It is the special pic- 
ture that must stand or fall, according as it seem to possess truth 
or to lack it. Mr. Besant does not, to my sense, light up the sub- 
ject by intimating that a story must, under penalty of not being a 
story, consist of ^adventures.^ Why of adventures more than of 
green spectacles? He mentions a category of impossible things, and 
among them he places ^fiction without adventure.^ Why without 
adventure, more than without matrimony, or celibacy, or parturi- 
tion, or cholera, or hydropathy, or Jansenism? This seems to me 
to bring the novel back to the hapless little role of being an 
artificial, ingenious thing — ^bring it down from its large, free char- 
acter of an immense and exquisite correspondence with life. And 
what is adventure, when it comes to that, and by what sign is the 
listening pupil to recognize it? It is an adventure — an immense 
one — for me to write this little article 5 and for a Bostonian nymph 
to reject an English duke is an adventure only less stirring, I 
should say, than for an English duke to be rejected by a Bostonian 
nymph. I see dramas within dramas in that, and innumerable 
points of view. A psychological reason is, to my imagination, an 
object adorably pictorial 3 to catch the tint of its complexion — I feel 
as if that idea might inspire one to Titianesque efforts. ^Jiere are 
few things more exciting to me, in short, than a psychological 
reason, and yet, I protest, the novel seems to me the most mag- 
nificent form of artty have just been reading, at the same time, the 
delightful story of Treasure Island^ by Mr. Robert Louis Steven- 
son and, in a manner less consecutive, the last tale from M. Ed- 
mond de Goncourt, which is entitled Cherie. One of these works 
treats of murders, mysteries, islands of dreadful renown, hair- 
breadth escapes, miraculous coincidences and buried doubloons. 
The other treats of a little French girl who lived in a fine house 
in Paris, and died of wounded sensibility because no one would 
marry her. I call Treasure Island delightful, because it appears to 
me to have succeeded wonderfully in what it attempts 3 and I ven- 
ture to bestow no epithet upon Cherie^ which strikes me as having 
failed deplorably in what it attempts — ^that is in tracing the de- 
velopment of the moral consciousness of a child. But one of these 
productions strikes me as exactly as much of a novel as the other, 
and as having a htov'f quite as much. The moral consciousness of 
a child is as much a part of life as the islands of the Spanish Main, 
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and the one sort of geography seems to me to have those ‘surprises’ 
of which Mr. Besant speaks quite as much as the other. For myself 
(since it comes back in the last resort, as I say, to the preference 
of the individual), the picture of the child’s experience has the ad- 
vantage that I can at successive steps (an immense luxury, near to 
the ‘sensual pleasure’ of which Mr. Besant’s critic in the Pall Mall 
speaks) say Yes or No, as it may be, to what the artist puts before 
me. I have been a child in fact, but I have been on a quest for a 
buried treasure only in supposition, and it is a simple accident that 
with M. de Goncourt I should have for the most part to say No. 
With George Eliot, when she painted that country with a far 
other intelligence, I always said Yes. 

The most interesting part of Mr. Besant’s lecture is unfor- 
tunately the briefest passage — his very cursory allusion to the ‘con- 
scious moral purpose’ of the novel. Here again it is not very clear 
whether he be recording a fact or laying down a principle j it is a 
great pity that in the latter case he should not have developed his 
idea. This branch of the subject is of immense importance, and Mr. 
Besant’s few words point to considerations of the widest reach, not 
to be lightly disposed of. He will have treated the art of fiction 
but superficially who is not prepared to go every inch of the way 
that these considerations will carry him. It is for this reason that at 
the beginning of these remarks I was careful to notify the reader 
that my reflections on so large a theme have no pretension to be 
exhaustive. Like Mr. Besant, I have left the question of the moral- 
ity of the novel till the last, and at the last I find I have used up 
my space. It is a question surrounded with difficulties, as witness 
the very first that meets us, in the form of a definite question, on 
the threshold, ’i^agueness, in such a discussion, is fatal, and what 
is the meaning of your morality and your conscious moral purpose.? 
Will you not define your terms and explain how (a novel being a 
picture) a picture can be either moral or immoral? You wish to 
paint a moral picture or carve a moral statue: will you not tell us 
how you would set about it? We are discussing the Art of Fiction j 
questions of art are questions (in the widest sense) of executionj 
questions of morality are quite another affair, and will you not let 
us see how it is that you find it so easy to mix them up? These 
things are so clear to Mr. Besant that he has deduced from them a 
law which he sees embod ied in English Fiction, and which is ‘a truly 
admirable thing and a great cause for congratulation.’ It is a great 
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cause for congratulation indeed when such thorny problems be- 
come as smooth as silk. I may add that in so far as Mr. Besant 
perceives that in point of fact English Fiction has addressed itself 
preponderantly to these delicate questions he will appear to many 
people to have made a vain discovery. They will have been posi- 
tively struck, on the contrary, with the moral timidit y of the usual 
English novelist j with his (or with her) aversion to face the diffi- 
culties with which on every side the treatment of reality bristles . 
He is apt to be extremel y shy (whereas the picture that Mr. 
Besant draws is a picture of boldness), and the sign of his work, 
for the most part, is a cautious silence on certain subjects. In the 
English novel (by which of course I mean the American as well), 
more than in any other, there is a traditional difference between 
that which people know and that which they agree to admit that 
they know, that which they see and that which they speak of, that 
which they feel to be a part of life and that which they allow to 
enter into literature. There is the great difference, in short, be- 
tween what they talk of in conversation and what they talk of in 
print. The essence of moral energy is to survey the whole field, 
and I should directly reverse Mr. Besant’s remark and say not 
that the English novel has a purpose, but that it has a ffiffidence. 
To what degree a purpose in a work of art is a source of corrup- 
tion I shall not attempt to inquire 5 the one that seems to me least 
dangerous is the purpose of making a perfect work. As for our 
novel, I may say lastly on this score that as we find it in England 
to-day it strikes me as addressed in a large degree to ^young 
people,^ and that this in itself constitutes a presumption that it 
will be rather shy. There are certain things which it is generally 
agreed not to discuss, not even to mention, before young people. 
That is very well, but the absence of discussion is not a symptom 
of the moral passion. The purpose of the English novel — truly 
admirable thing, and a great cause for congratulation’ — strikes 
me therefore as rather negative. 

There is one point at which the moral sense and the artistic 
sense lie very near together^ that is in the light of the very obvious 
truth that the deepest quality of a work of art will always be the 
quality of the mind of the producer. In proportion as that intel- 
ligence is fine will the novel, the picture, the statue partake of the 
substance of beauty and truth. To be constituted of such elements^ 
is, to my vision, to have purpose enough. No good novel will ever 
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proceed from a superficial mind3 that seems to me an axiom^ which, 
for the artist in fiction, will cover all needful moral ground: if the 
youthful aspiran t take it to heart it will illuminate for him many 
of the mysteries of ‘purpose.’ There are many other useful things 
that might be said to him, but I have come to the end of my article, 
and can only touch them as I pass. The critic in the Pall Mall 
Gazette, whom I have already quoted, draws attention to the 
danger, in speaking of the art of fiction, of generalizing. The 
danger that he has in mind is rather, I imagine, that of particular- 
izing, for there are some comprehensive remarks which, in addi- 
tion to those embodied m Mr. Besant’s suggestive lecture, might 
without fear of misleading him be addressed to the ingenuou s stu- 
dent. I should remind him first of the magnificence of the form 
that is open to him, which offers to sight so few restrictions and 
such innumerable opportunities. The other arts, in comparison, 
appear confined and hampered; the various conditions under which 
they are exercised are so rigid and definite. But the only condition 
that I can think of attaching to the composition of the novel is, as 
I have already said, that it be sincere. This freedom is a splendid 
privilege, and the first lesson of the young novelist is to learn to be 
worthy of it. 

‘Enjoy it as it deserves [I should say to him] ; take possession of 
it, explore it to its utmost extent, publish it, rejoice in it. All life 
belongs to you, and do not listen either to those who would shut 
you up into corners of it and tell you that it is only here and there 
that art inhabits, or to those who would persuade you that this 
heavenly messenger wings her way outside of life altogether, 
breathing a superfine air, and turning away her head from the 
truth of things. There is no impression of life, no manner of seeing 
it and feeling it, to which the plan of the novelist may not offer 
a place; you have only to remember that talents so dissimilar as 
those of Alexandre Dumas and Jane Austen, Charles Dickens and 
Gustave Flaubert have worked in this field with equal gloiy. Do 
not think too much about optimisra and pessinusm; try and catch 
the colour of life itself. In France to-day we see a p rodigious effort 
(that of Emile Zola, to whose solid and serious work no explorer 
of the capacity of the novel can allude without respect), we see an 
extraordinary effort vitiate d by a spirit of pessimism on a narrow 
basis. M. Zola is magnificent, but he strikes an English reader as 
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ignorant 3 he has an air of working in the dark 3 if he had as much 
light as energy, his results would be of the highest value. As for 
the aberration s of a shallo w optimism, the ground (of English fic- 
tion especially) is strewn with their brittle particles as with broken 
glass. If you must indulge in conclusions, let them have the taste 
of a wide knowledge. Remember that your first duty is to be as 
complete as possible — to make as perfect a work. Be generous and 
delicate and pursue the prize.^ 



Honore de Balzac 


I 

Stronger than ever, even than under the spell of first acquaintance 
and of the early time, is the sense — thanks to a renewal of intimacy 
and, I am tempted to say, of loyalty — that Balzac stands signally 
apart, that he is the first and foremost member of his craft, and 
that above all the Balzac-lover is in no position till he has cleared 
the ground by saying so. The Balzac-lover alone, for that matter, 
is worthy to have his word on so happy an occasion as this ^ about 
the author of ha Cotnedte huniaine, and it is indeed not easy to 
see how the amount of attention so inevitably induced could at the 
worst have failed to find itself turning to an act of homage. I have 
been deeply affected, to be frank, by the mere refreshment of 
memory, which has brought in its train moreover consequences 
critical and sentimental too numerous to figure here in their com- 
pleteness. The authors and the books that have, as we say, done 
something for us, become part of the answer to our curiosity when 
our curiosity had the freshness of youth, these particular agents 
exist for us, with the lapse of time, as the substance itself of 
knowledge: they have been intellectually so swallowed, digested 
and assimilated that we take their general use and suggestion for 
granted, cease to be aware of them because they have passed out of 
sight. But they have passed out of sight simply by having passed 
into our lives. They have become a part of our personal history, 
a part of ourselves, very often, so fay as we may have succeeded 
in best expressing ourselves. Endless, however, are the uses of 

* Fiom Notes on Novelists v^lth Some Other Notes by Henry Jamesj copyxigbt, 
1914, by Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1942, by Heni^ James, used by permission of 
Charles Scribner’s Sons. 

^The appearance of a translation of the Dense Jeunes Marties in A Centuiy 
of French Romance. 
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great persons and great things, and it nniay easily happen in these 
cases that the connection, even as an ‘excitement’ — the form mainly 
of the connections of youth — ^is never really broken. We have 
largely been living on our benefactor — which is the highest ac- 
knowledgment one can makej only, thanks to a blest law that 
operates in the long run to rekindle excitement, we are accessible 
to the sense of having neglected him. Even when we may not con- 
stantly have read him over the neglect is quite an illusion, but the 
illusion perhaps prepares us for the finest emotion we are to have 
owed to the acquaintance. Without having abandoned or denied 
our author we yet come expressly back to him, and if not quite in 
tatters and in penitence like the Prodigal Son, with something at 
ail events of the tenderness with which we revert to the parental 
threshold and hearthstone, if not, more fortunately, to the parental 
presence. The beauty of this adventure, that of seeing the dust 
blown off a relation that had been put away as on a shelf, almost 
out of reach, at the back of one’s mind, consists in finding the 
precious object not only fresh and intact, but with its firm lacquer 
still further figured, gilded and enriched. It is all overscored with 
traces and impressions — ^vivid, definite, almost as valuable as itself 
— of the recognitions and agitations it originally produced in us. 
Our old — ^that is our young — feelings are very nearly what page 
after page most gives us. The case has become a case of authority 
flus association. If Balzac in himself is indubitably wanting in the 
sufficiently common felicity we know as charm, it is this association 
that may on occasion contribute the grace. 

The impression then, confirmed and brightened, is of the mass 
and weight of the figure and of the extent of ground it occupies} a 
tract on which we might all of us together quite pitch our little 
tents, open our little booths, deal in our little wares, and not ma- 
terially either diminish the area or impede the circulation of the 
occupant. I seem to see him in such an image moving about as 
Gulliver among the pigmies, and not less good-natured than Gul- 
liver for the exercise of any function, without exception, that can 
illustrate his larger life. The first and the last word about the 
author of Les Contes drolatiques is that of all novelists he is the 
most serious — ^by which I am far from meaning that in the human 
comedy as he shows it the comic is an absent quantity. His sense 
of the comic was on the scale of his extraordinary senses in gen- 
eral, though his expression of it suffers perhaps exceptionally from 
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that odd want of elbow-room — the penalty somehow of his close- 
packed, pressed-down contents — which reminds us of some de- 
signedly beautiful thing but half-disengaged from the clay or the 
marble. It is the scheme and the scope that are supreme in him, 
applying this moreover not to mere great intention, but to the 
concrete form, the proved case, in which we possess them. We most 
of us aspire to achieve at the best but a patch here and there, to 
pluck a sprig or a single branch, to break ground in a corner of the 
great garden of life. Balzac’s plan was simply to do everything that 
could be done. He proposed to himself to ‘turn over’ the great 
garden from north to south and from east to west; a task — im- 
mense, heroic, to this day immeasurable — that he bequeathed us 
the pai'tial performance of, a prodigious ragged clod, in the twenty 
monstrous years representing his productive career, years of con- 
centration and sacrifice the vision of which still makes us ache. He 
had indeed a striking good fortune, the only one he was to enjoy 
as an harassed and exasperated worker: the great garden of life 
presented itself to him absolutely and exactly in the guise of the 
great garden of France, a subject vast and comprehensive enough, 
yet with definite edges and corners. This identity of his universal 
with his local and national vision is the particular thing we should 
doubtless call his greatest strength were we preparing agreeably to 
speak of it also as his visible weakness. Of Balzac’s weaknesses, 
however, it takes some assurance to talk; there is always plenty of 
time for them; they are the last signs we know him by — such 
things truly as in other painters of manners often come under the 
head of mere exuberance of energy. So little in short do they earn 
the invidious name even when we feel them as defects. 

What he did above all was to read the universe, as hard and as 
loud as he could, into the France of his time; his own eyes regard- 
ing his work as at once the drama of man and a mirror of the mass 
of social phenomena the most rounded and registered, most or- 
ganized and administered, and thereby most exposed to systematic 
observation and portrayal, that the world had seen. There are 
happily other interesting societies, but these are for schemes of 
such an order comparatively loose and incoherent, with more ex- 
tent and perhaps more variety, but with less of the great enclosed 
and exhibited quality, less neatness and sharpness of arrangement, 
fewer categories, subdivisions, juxtapositions. Balzac’s France was 
both inspiring enough for an immense prose epic and reducible 
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enough for a report or a chart. To allow his achievement all its 
dignity we should doubtless say also treatable enough for a his- 
tory, since it was as a patient historian, a Benedictine of the actual, 
the living painter of his living time, that he regarded himself 
and handled his material. All painters of manners and fashions, 
if we will, are historians, even when they least don the uniform: 
Fielding, Dickens, Thackeray, George Eliot, Hawthorne among 
ourselves. But the great difference between the great Frenchman 
and the eminent others is that, with an imagination of the highest 
power, an unequalled intensity of vision, he saw his subject in the 
light of science as well, in the light of the bearing of all its parts on 
each other, and under pressure of a passion for exactitude, an appe- 
tite, the appetite of an ogre, for all the kinds of facts. We find I 
think in the union here suggested something like the truth about 
his genius, the nearest approach to a final account of him. Of 
imagination on one side all compact, he was on the other an in- 
satiable reporter of the immediate, the material, the current com- 
bination, and perpetually moved by the historian’s impulse to fix, 
preserve and explain them. One asks one’s self as one reads him 
what concern the poet has with so much arithmetic and so much 
criticism, so many statistics and documents, what concern the critic 
and the economist have with so many passions, characters and 
adventures. The contradiction is always before us^ it springs from 
the inordinate scale of the author’s two faces j it explains more 
than anything else his eccentricities and difficulties. It accounts for 
his want of grace, his want of the lightness associated with an 
amusing literary form, his bristling surface, his closeness of tex- 
ture, so rough with richness, yet so productive of the effect we have 
in mind when we speak of not being able to see the wood for the 
trees. 

A thorough-paced votary, for that matter, can easily afford to 
declare at once that this confounding duality of character does 
more things still, or does at least the most important of all — ^in- 
troduces us without mercy (mercy for ourselves I mean) to the 
oddest truth we could have dreamed of meeting in such a connec- 
tion. It was certainly a friori not to be expected we should feel it 
of him, but our hero is after all not in his magnificence totally an 
artist: which would be the strangest thing possible, one must hasten 
to add, were not the smallness of the practical difference so made 
even stranger. His endowment and his effect are each so great that 
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the anomaly makes at the most a difference only by adding to his 
interest for the critic. The critic worth his salt is indiscreetly curious 
and wants ever to know how and why — whereby Balzac is thus a 
still rarer case for him, suggesting that exceptional curiosity may 
have exceptional rewards. The question of what makes the artist 
on a great scale is interesting enough; but we feel it in Balzac’s 
company to be nothing to the question of what on an equal scale 
frustrates him. The scattered pieces, the disjecta membra of the 
character are here so numerous and so splendid that they prove 
misleading; we pile them together, and the heap assuredly is 
monumental; it forms an overtopping figure. The genius this 
figure stands for, none the less, is really such a lesson to the artist 
as perfection itself would be powerless to give; it carries him so 
much further into the special mystery. Where it carries him, at 
the same time, I must not in this scant space attempt to say — ^which 
would be a loss of the fine thread of my argument. I stick to our 
point in putting it, more concisely, that the artist of the Comedie 
humaine is half smothered by the historian. Yet it belongs as well 
to the matter also to meet the question of whether the historian 
himself may not be an artist — in which case Balzac’s catastrophe 
would seem to lose its excuse. The answer of course is that the 
reporter, however philosophic, has one law, and the originator, 
however substantially fed, has another; so that the two laws can 
with no sort of harmony or congruity make, for the finer sense, a 
common household. Balzac’s catastrophe — so to name it once again 
— was in this perpetual conflict and final impossibility, an impos- 
sibility that explains his defeat on the classic side and extends so 
far at times as to make us think of his work as, from the point of 
view of beauty, a tragic waste of effort. 

What it would come to, we judge, is that the irreconcilability 
of the two kinds of law is, more simply expressed, but the irrec- 
oncilability of two different ways of composing one’s effect. The 
principle of composition that his free imagination would have, or 
certainly might have, handsomely imposed on him is perpetually 
dislocated by the quite opposite principle of the earnest seeker, the 
inquirer to a useful end, in whom nothing is free but a born 
antipathy to his yokefellow. Such a production as Le Cure de 
village, the wonderful story of Madame Graslin, so nearly a 
masterpiece yet so ultimately not one, would be, in this connection, 
could I take due space for it, a perfect illustration. If, as I say, 
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Madame Graslin’s creator was confined by his doom to patches and 
pieces, no piece is finer than the first half of the book in question, 
the half in which the picture is determined by his unequalled 
power of putting people on their feet, planting them before us m 
their habit as they lived — z faculty nourished by observation as 
much as one will, but with the inner vision all the while wide- 
awake, the vision for which ideas are as living as facts and assume 
an equal intensity. This intensity, greatest indeed in the facts, has 
in Balzac a force all its own, to which none other in any novelist I 
know can be likened. His touch communicates on the spot to the 
object, the creature evoked, the hardness and permanence that 
certain substances, some sorts of stone, acquire by exposure to the 
air. The hardening medium, for the image soaked in it, is the air 
of his mind. It would take but little more to make the peopled 
world of fiction as we know it elsewhere affect us by contrast as a 
world of rather gray pulp. This mixture of the solid and the vivid 
is Balzac at his best, and it prevails without a break, without a note 
not admirably true, in Lff Cure de village — since I have named 
that instance — ^up to the point at which Madame Graslin moves out 
from Limoges to Montegnac in her ardent passion of penitence, 
her determination to expiate her strange and undiscovered asso- 
ciation with a dark misdeed by living and working for others. Her 
drama is a particularly inward one, interesting, and in the highest 
degree, so long as she herself, her nature, her behaviour, her per- 
sonal history and the relations in which they place her, control the 
picture and feed our illusion. The firmness with which the author 
makes them play this part, the whole constitution of the scene and 
of its developments from the moment we cross the threshold of 
her dusky stuffy old-time birth-house, is a rare delight, producing 
in the reader that sense of local and material immersion which is 
one of Balzac’s supreme secrets. What characteristically befalls, 
however, is that the spell accompanies us but part of the way — only 
until, at a given moment, his attention ruthlessly transfers itself 
from inside to outside, from the centre of his subject to its circum- 
ference. 

This is Balzac caught in the very fact of his monstrous duality, 
caught in his most complete self-expression. He is clearly quite 
unwitting that in handing over his data to his twin-brother the im- 
passioned economist and surveyor, the insatiate general inquirer 
and reporter, he is in any sort betraying our confidence, for his 
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good conscience at such times, the spirit o£ edification in him, is a 
lesson even to the best of us, his rich robust temperament nowhere 
more striking, no more marked anywhere the great push of the 
shoulder with which he makes his theme move, overcharged 
though it may be like a carrier’s van. It is not therefore assuredly 
that he loses either sincerity or power in putting before us to the last 
detail such a matter as, in this case, his heroine’s management of 
her property, her tenantiy, her economic opportunities and visions, 
for these are cases in which he never shrinks nor relents, in which 
positively he stiffens and terribly towers — to remind us again of 
M. Taine’s simplifying word about his being an artist doubled with 
a man of business. Balzac was indeed doubled if ever a writer was, 
and to that exent that we almost as often, while we read, feel our- 
selves thinking of him as a man of business doubled with an artist. 
Whichever way we turn it the oddity never fails, nor the w'onder 
of the ease with which either character bears the burden of the 
other. I use the word burden because, as the fusion is never com- 
plete — ^witness in the book before us the fatal break of ‘tone,’ 
the one unpardonable sin for the novelist — we are beset by the 
conviction that but for this strangest of dooms one or other of the 
two partners might, to our relief and to his own, have been dis- 
embarrassed. The disembarrassment, for each, by a more insidious 
fusion, would probably have conduced to the mastership of interest 
proceeding from form, or at all events to the search for it, that 
Balzac fails to embody. Perhaps the possibility of an artist con- 
structed on such strong lines is one of those fine things that are not 
of this world, a mere dream of the fond critical spirit. Let these 
speculations and condonations at least pass as the amusement, as a 
result of the high spirits — ^if high spirits be the word — of the reader 
feeling himself again in touch. It was not of our author’s difficulties 
— ^that is of his difficulty, the great one — that I proposed to speak, 
but of his immense clear action. Even that is not truly an impres- 
sion of ease, and it is strange and striking that we are in fact so at- 
tached by his want of the unity that keeps surfaces smooth and 
dangers down as scarce to feel sure at any moment that we shall 
not come back to it with most curiosity. We are never so curious 
about successes as about interesting failures. The more reason 
therefore to speak promptly, and once for all, of the scale on which, 
in its own quarter of his genius, success worked itself out for him. 

It is to that I should come back — ^to the infinite reach in him of 
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the painter and the poet. We can never know what might have 
become of him with less importunity in his consciousness of the 
machinery of life, of its furniture and fittings, of all that, right 
and left, he causes to assail us, sometimes almost to suffocation, 
under the general rubric of thmgs. Things, in this sense with him, 
are at once our delight and our despair^ we pass from being in- 
ordinately beguiled and convinced by them to feeling that his 
universe fairly smells too much of them, that the larger ether, the 
diviner air, is in peril of finding among them scarce room to cir- 
culate. His landscapes, his ^local colour’ — ^thick in his pages at a 
time when it was to be found in his pages almost alone — his towns, 
his streets, his houses, his Saumurs, Angoulemes, Guerandes, his 
great prose Turner-views of the land of the Loire, his rooms, 
shops, interiors, details of domesticity and traffic, are a short list 
of the terms into which he saw the real as clamouring to be ren- 
dered and into which he rendered it with unequalled authority. 
It would be doubtless more to the point to make our profit of this 
consummation than to try to reconstruct a Balzac planted more in 
the open. We hardly, as the case stands, know most whether to 
admire in such an example as the short tale of ^La Grenadiere’ the 
exquisite feeling for Natural objects’ with which it overflows like 
a brimming wine-cup, the energy of perception and description 
which so multiplies them for beauty’s sake and for the love of their 
beauty, or the general wealth of genius that can calculate, or at 
least count, so little and spend so joyously. The tale practically 
exists for the sake of the enchanting aspects involved — ^those of the 
embowered white house that nestles on its terraced hill above the 
great French river, and we can think, frankly, of no one else with 
an equal amount of business on his hands who would either have 
so put himself out for aspects or made them almost by themselves 
a living subject. A born son of Touraine, it must be said, he pic- 
tures his province, on every pretext and occasion, with filial pas- 
sion and extraordinary breadth. The prime aspect in his scene all 
the while, it must be added, is the money aspect. The general 
money question so loads him up and weighs him down that he 
moves through the human comedy, from beginning to end, very 
much in the fashion of a camel, the ship of the desert, surmounted 
with a cargo. ^Things’ for him are francs and centimes more than 
any others, and I give up as inscrutable, unfathomable, the nature, 
the peculiar avidity of his interest in them. It makes us wonder 
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again and again what then is the use on Balzac^s scale of the divine 
faculty. The imagination, as we all know, may be employed up to 
a certain point in inventing uses for moneys but its office beyond 
that point is surely to make us forget that anything so odious 
exists. This is what Balzac never forgot 3 his universe goes on ex- 
pressing itself for him, to its furthest reaches, on its finest sides, 
in the terms of the market. To say these things, however, is after 
all to come out where we want, to suggest his extraordinary scale 
and his terrible completeness. I am not sure that he does not see 
character too, see passion, motive, personality, as quite In the order 
of the ^things’ we have spoken of. He makes them no less concrete 
and palpable, handles them no less directly and freely. It is the 
whole business in fine — that grand total to which he proposed to 
himself to do high justice — that gives him his place apart, makes 
him, among the novelists, the largest weightiest presence. There 
are some of his obsessions — that of the material, that of the finan- 
cial, that of the ^social,’ that of the technical, political, civil — for 
which I feel myself unable to judge him, judgment losing itself 
unexpectedly in a particular shade of pity. The way to judge him 
is to try to walk all round him — on which we sec how remarkably 
far we have to go. He is the only member of his order really 
monumental, the sturdiest-seated mass that rises in our path. 

II 

We recognize none the less that the finest consequence of these 
re-established relations is linked with just that appearance In him, 
that obsession of the actual under so many heads, that makes us 
look at him, as we would at some rare animal In captivity, between 
the bars of a cage. It amounts to a sort of suffered doom, since to 
be solicited by the world from all quarters at once, what is that 
for the spirit but a denial of escape? We feel his doom to be his 
want of a private door, and that he felt it, though more obscurely, 
himself. When we speak of his want of charm therefore we per- 
haps so surrekder the question as but to show our own poverty. If 
charm, to cuJt: it short, is what he lacks, how comes it that he so 
touches and holds us that — above all if we be actual or possible 
fellow-workers — ^we are uncomfortably conscious of the disloyalty 
of almost any shade of surrender? We are lodged perhaps by our 
excited sensibility in a dilemma of which one of the horns is a com- 
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passion that savours of patronage^ but we must resign ourselves to 
that by reflecting that our partiality at least takes nothing away 
from him. It leaves him solidly where he is and only brings us near, 
brings us to a view of all his formidable parts and properties. The 
conception of the ComSdte humaine represents them all, and rep- 
resents them mostly in their felicity and their triumph — or at least 
the execution does: in spite of which we irresistibly find ourselves 
thinking of him, m reperusals, as most essentially the victim of a 
cruel joke. The joke is one of the jokes of fate, the fate that rode 
him for twenty years at so terrible a pace and with the whip so 
constantly applied. To have wanted to do so much, to have thought 
it possible, to have faced and in a manner resisted the effort, to 
have felt life poisoned and consumed by such a bravery of self- 
committal — these things form for us in him a face of trouble that, 
oddly enough, is not appreciably lighted by the fact of his success. 
It was the having wanted to do so much that was the trap, what- 
ever possibilities of glory might accompany the good faith with 
which he fell into it. What accompanies us as we frequent him is a 
sense of the deepening ache of that good faith with the increase of 
his working consciousness, the merciless development of his huge 
subject and of the rigour of all the conditions. We see the whole 
thing quite as if Destiny had said to him: 

^You want to ^^o” France, presumptuous, magnificent, miserable 
man — the France of revolutions, revivals, restorations, of Bona- 
partes, Bourbons, repubhcs, of war and peace, of blood and roman- 
ticism, of violent change and intimate continuity, the France of the 
first half of your century? Very wellj you most distinctly shally 
and you shall particularly let me hear, even if the great groan of 
your labour do fill at moments the temple of letters, how you like 
the job.^ 

We must of course not appear to deny the existence of a robust 
joy in him, the joy of power and creation, the joy of the observer 
and the dreamer who finds a use for his observations and his 
dreams as fast as they come. The Contes drolatiques would by 
themselves sufficiently contradict us, and the savour of the Contes 
drolatiques is not confined to these productions. His work at large 
tastes of the same kind of humour, and \ye feel him again and 
again, like any other great healthy producer of these matters, be- 
guiled and carried along. He would have been, I dare say, the last 
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not to insist that the artist has pleasures forever indescribable; he 
lived in short in his human comedy with the largest life we can at- 
tribute to the largest capacity. There are particular parts of his 
subject from which, with our sense of his enjoyment of them, we 
have to check the impulse to call him away — frequently as I con- 
fess in this relation that impulse arises. 

The relation is with the special element of his spectacle from 
which he never fully detaches himself, the element, to express it 
succinctly, of the ‘old families’ and the great ladies. Balzac frankly 
revelled in his conception of an aristocracy — a conception that 
never succeeded in becoming his happiest; whether, objectively, 
thanks to the facts supplied him by the society he studied, or 
through one of the strangest deviations of taste that the literary 
critic IS in an important connection likely to encounter. Nothing 
would in fact be more interesting than to attempt a general 
measure of the part played in the total comedy, to his imagination, 
by the old families; and one or two contributions to such an at- 
tempt I must not fail presently to make. I glance at them here, 
however, the delectable class, but as most representing on the 
author’s part free and amused creation; by which too I am far from 
hinting that the amusement is at all at their expense. It is in their 
great ladies that the old families most shine out for him, images 
of strange colour and form, but ‘felt,’ as we say, to their finger-tips, 
and extraordinarily interesting as a mark of the high predominance 
— ^predominance of character, of cleverness, of will, of general 
‘personality’ — that almost every scene of the Comedy attributes to 
women. It attributes to them in fact a recognized, an uncontested 
supremacy; it is through them that the hierarchy of old families 
most expresses itself; and it is as surrounded by them even as some 
magnificent indulgent pasha by his overflowing seraglio that Bal- 
zac sits most at his ease. All of which reaffirms — if it be needed — 
that his inspiration, and the sense of it, were even greater than his 
task. And yet such betrayals of spontaneity in him make for an old 
friend at the end of the chapter no great difference in respect to 
the pathos — since it amounts to that — of his genius-ridden aspect. 
It comes to us as we go back to him that his spirit had fairly made 
of itself a cage in which he was to turn round and round, always 
unwinding his reel, much in the manner of a criminal condemned 
to hard labour for life. The cage is simply the complicated but 
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dreadfully definite French world that built itself so solidly in and 
roofed itself so impenetrably over him. 

It is not thatj caught there with him though we be, we ourselves 
prematurely seek an issue: we throw ourselves back, on the con- 
trary, for the particular sense of it, into his ancient superseded 
comparatively rococo and quite patriarchal France — ^patriarchal in 
spite of social and political convulsions j into his old-time ante- 
diluvian Paris, ail picturesque and all workable, full, to the fancy, 
of an amenity that has passed away 3 into his intensely differen- 
tiated sphere of la frovincey evoked in each sharpest or faintest 
note of its difference, described systematically as narrow and flat, 
and yet attaching us if only by the contagion of the author’s over- 
flowing sensibility. He feels in his vast exhibition many things, but 
there is nothing he feels with the communicable shocks and vibra- 
tions, the sustained fury of perception — not always a fierceness of 
judgment, which is another matter — that la province excites in him. 
Half our interest In him springs still from our own sense that, for 
all the convulsions, the revolutions and experiments that have 
come and gone, the order he describes is the old order that our 
sense of the past perversely recurs to as to something happy we 
have irretrievably missed. His pages bristle with the revelation of 
the lingering earlier world, the world in which places and people 
still had their queerness, their strong marks, their sharp type, and 
in which, as before the platitude that was to come, the observer 
with an appetite for the salient could by way of precaution fill 
his lungs. Balzac’s appetite for the salient was voracious, yet he 
came, as it were, in time, In spite of his so often speaking as if 
what he sees about him is but the last desolation of the modern. 
His conservatism, the most entire, consistent and convinced that 
ever was — ^yet even at that much Inclined to whistling in the dark 
as if to the tune of ^Oh how mediaeval I amV — ^was doubtless the 
best point of view from which he could rake his field. But if what 
he sniffed from afar in that position was the extremity of change, 
we in turn feel both subject and painter drenched with the smell of 
the past. It Is preserved in his work as nowhere else — not vague 
nor faint nor delicate, but as strong to-day as when first distilled. 

It may seem odd to find a conscious melancholy in the fact that 
a great worker succeeded in clasping his opportunity in such an 
embrace, this being exactly our usual measure of the felicity of 
great workers. I speak, I hasten to reassert, all in the name of 
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sympathy — without which it would have been detestable to speak 
at all 5 and the sentiment puts its hand instinctively on the thing 
that makes it least futile. This particular thing then is not in the 
least Balzac’s own hold of his terrible mass of matterj it is abso- 
lutely the convolutions of the serpent he had with a magnificent 
courage invited to wind itself round him. We must use the com- 
mon image — he had created his Frankenstein monster. It is the 
fellow-craftsman who can most feel for him — it being apparently 
possible to read him from another point of view without getting 
really into his presence. We undergo with him from book to book, 
from picture to picture, the convolutions of the serpent, we espe- 
cially whose refined performances are given, as we know, but with 
the small common or garden snake. I stick to this to justify my 
image just above of his having been ‘caged’ by the intensity with 
which he saw his general matter as a whole. To see it always as a 
whole is our wise, our virtuous effort, the very condition, as we 
keep in mind, of superior art. Balzac was in this connection then 
wise and virtuous to the most exemplary degree; so that he doubt- 
less ought logically but to prompt to complacent reflections. No 
painter ever saw his general matter nearly so much as a whole. 
Why is it then that we hover about him, if we are real Balzaclans, 
not with cheerful chatter, but with a consideration deeper in its 
reach than any mere moralizing? The reason is largely that if you 
wish with absolute immaculate virtue to look at your matter as a 
whole and yet remain a theme for cheerful chatter, you must be 
careful to take some quantity that will not hug you to death. Bal- 
zac’s active intention was, to vary our simile, a beast with a hun- 
dred claws, and the spectacle is in the hugging process of which, as 
energy against energy, the beast was capable. Its victim died of the 
process at fifty, and if what we see in the long gallery in which it 
is mirrored is not the defeat, but the admirable resistance, we 
none the less never lose the sense that the fighter Is shut up with his 
fate. He has locked himself in — ^it is doubtless his own fault — ^and 
thrown the key away. Most of all perhaps the impression comes — 
the impression of the adventurer committed and anxious, but with 
no retreat — from the so formidably concrete nature of his plastic 
stuff. When we work In the open, as It were, our material Is not 
classed and catalogued, so that we have at hand a hundred ways of 
being loose, superficial, disingenuous, and yet passing, to our no 
small profit, for remarkable. Balzac had no ‘open’; he held that 
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the great central normal fruitful country of his birth and race, 
overarched with its infinite social complexity, yielded a sufficiency 
of earth and sea and sky. We seem to see as his catastrophe that the 
sky, all the same, came down on him. He couldn^t keep it up — ^in 
more senses than one. These are perhaps fine fancies for a critic to 
weave about a literary figure of whom he has undertaken to give a 
plain account^ but I leave them so on the plea that there are rela- 
tions in which, for the Balzacian, criticism simply drops out. That 
IS not a liberty, I admit, ever to be much encouraged 5 critics in fact 
are the only people who have a right occasionally to take it. There 
is no such plain account of the ComSdie humaine as that it makes 
us fold up our yard-measure and put away our note-book quite as 
we do with some extraordinary character, some mysterious and 
various stranger, who brings with him his own standards and his 
own air. There is a kind of eminent presence that abashes even 
the interviewer, moves him to respect and wonder, makes him, for 
consideration itself, not insist. This takes of course a personage sole 
of his kind. But such a personage precisely is Balzac. 

Ill 

By all of which have I none the less felt It but too clear that I 
must not pretend in this place to take apart the pieces of his im- 
mense complicated work, to number them or group them or dis- 
pose them about. The most we can do is to pick one up here and 
there and wonder, as we weigh it in our hand, at its close compact 
substance. That is all even M. Tame could do in the longest and 
most penetrating study of which our author has been the subject. 
Every piece we handle is so full of stuff, condensed like the edibles 
provided for campaigns and explorations, positively so charged 
with distilled life, that we find ourselves dropping it, in certain 
states of sensibility, as we drop an object unguardedly touched that 
startles us by being animate. We seem really scarce to want any- 
thing to be so animate. It would verily take Balzac to detail Bal- 
zac, and he has had in fact Balzacians nearly enough affiliated to 
affront the task with courage. The Repertoire de la Comedte 
hummne of MM, Anatole Cerfberr and Jules Christophe is a 
dosely-printed octavo of 550 pages which constitutes in relation to 
his characters great and small an impeccable biographical dic- 
tionary. His votaries and expositors are so numerous that the Bal- 
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zac library of comment and research must be, of its typCj one of the 
most copious. M. de Lovenjoul has laboured all round the sub- 
ject 5 his Histolre cles c^uvres alone is another crowded octavo of 
400 pages 5 in connection with which I must mention Miss Worme- 
ley, the devoted American translator, interpreter, worshipper, who 
in the course of her own studies has so often found occasion to 
diifer from M. de Lovenjoul on matters of fact and questions of 
date and of appreciation. Miss Wormeley, M. Paul Bourget and 
many others are examples of the passionate piety that our author 
can inspire. As I turn over the encyclopedia of his characters I note 
that whereas such works usually commemorate but the ostensibly 
eminent of a race and time, every creature so much as named in the 
fictive swarm is in this case preserved to fame: so close is the impli- 
cation that to have been named by such a dispenser of life and 
privilege is to be, as we say it of baronets and peers, created. He 
infinitely divided moreover, as we know, he subdivided, altered 
and multiplied his heads and categories — his ^Vie Parisienne,^ his 
^Vie de province/ his ^Vie politique,^ his Tarents pauvres,^ his 
^Etudes philosophiques,^ his ‘^Splendours et miseres dcs courtisanes,^ 
his ^Envers de Phistoire contemporaine^ and all the restj so that 
nominal reference to them becomes the more difficult. Yet with- 
out prejudice either to the energy of conception with which he 
mapped out his theme as with chalk on a huge blackboard, or to 
the prodigious patience with which he executed his plan, prac- 
tically filling in with a wealth of illustration, from sources that to 
this day we fail to make out, every compartment of his table, M. 
de Lovenjoul draws up the list, year by year, from 1822 to 1848, 
of his mass of work, giving us thus the measure of the tension re- 
presented for him by almost any twelvemonth. It is wholly un- 
equalled, considering the quality of Balzac^s show, by any other 
eminent abundance. 

I must be pardoned for coming back to it, for seeming unable 
to leave itj it enshrouds so interesting a mystery. How was so 
solidly systematic a literary attack on life to be conjoined with 
whatever workable minimum of needful intermission, of free ob- 
servation, of personal experience? Some small possibility of per- 
sonal experience and disinterested life must, at the worst, from 
deep within or far without, feed and fortify the strained produc- 
tive machine. These things were luxuries that Balzac appears really 
never to have tasted on any appreciable scale. His published let- 
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ters — the driest and most starved of those of any man of equal dis- 
tinction — are with the exception of those to Madame de Hanska, 
whom he married shortly before his death, almost exclusively the 
audible wail of a galley-slave chained to the oar. M. Zola, in our 
time, among the novelists, has sacrificed to the huge plan in some- 
thing of the same manner, yet with goodly modern differences that 
leave him a comparatively simple instance. His work assuredly has 
been more nearly dried up by the sacrifice than ever Balzac’s was — 
so miraculously, given the conditions, was Balzac’s to escape the 
anticlimax. Method and system, in the chronicle of the tribe of 
Rougon-Macquarty an economy in itself certainly of the rarest and 
most interesting, have spread so from centre to circumference that 
they have ended by being almost the only thing we feel. And then 
M. Zola has survived and triumphed in his lifetime, has continued 
and lasted, has piled up and, if the remark be not frivolous, en- 
joyed in all its agrements the reward for which Balzac toiled and 
sweated in vain. On top of which he will have had also his literary 
great-grandfather’s heroic example to start from and profit by, the 
positive heritage of a fils de famille to enjoy, spend, save, waste. 
Balzac had frankly no heritage at all but his stiff subject, and by 
way of model not even in any direct or immediate manner that of 
the inner light and kindly admonition of his genius. Nothing adds 
more to the strangeness of his general performance than his hav- 
ing failed so long to find his inner light, groped for it almost ten 
years, missed it again and again, moved straight away from it, 
turned his back on it, lived in fine round about it, in a darkness 
still scarce penetrable, a darkness into which we peep only half 
to make out the dreary little waste of his numerous oeuvres de 
jeunesse. To M. Zola was vouchsafed the good fortune of settling 
down to the Rougon-Macquan with the happiest promptitude, it 
was as if time for one look about him — and I say it without dis- 
paragement to the reach of his look — had sufficiently served his 
purpose. Balzac moreover might have written five hundred novels 
without our feeling in him the faintest hint of the breath of doom, 
if he had only been comfortably capable of conceiving the short cut 
of the fashion practised by others under his eyes. As Alexandre 
Dumas and George Sand, illustrious contemporaries, cultivated a 
personal life and a disinterested consciousness by the bushel, hav- 
ing, for their easier duration, not too consistently known, as the 
true painter knows it, the obsession of the thing to be done, so 
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Balzac was condemned by his constitution itself^ by his inveterately 
seeing this ^thmg to be done’ as part and parcel, as of the very es- 
sence, of his enterprise. The latter existed for him, as the process 
worked and hallucination settled, in the form, and the form only, 
of the thing done, and not in any hocus-pocus about doing. There 
was no kindly convenient escape for him by the little swinging 
back-door of the thing not done. He desired — no man more — to 
get out of his obsession, but only at the other end, that is by 
boring through it. ^How then, thus deprived of the outer air 
almost as much as if he were gouging a passage for a railway 
through an Alp, did he livei^’ is the question that haunts us — with 
the consequence for the most part of promptly meeting its fairly 
tragic answer. He did not live — save in his imagination, or by other 
aid than he could find there ^ his imagination was all his experi- 
ence 3 he had provably no time for the real thing. This brings us 
to the rich if simple truth that his imagination alone did the busi- 
ness, carried through both the conception and the execution — as 
large an effort and as proportionate a success, in all but the vulgar 
sense, as the faculty when equally handicapped was ever con- 
cerned in. Handicapped I say because this interesting fact about 
him, with the claim it makes, rests on the ground, the high dis- 
tinction, that more than all the rest of us put together he went in, 
as we say, for detail, circumstance and specification, proposed to 
himself dl the connections of every part of his matter and the full 
total of the parts. The whole thing, it is impossible not to keep re- 
peating, was what he deemed treatable. One really knows in all 
imaginative literature no undertaking to compare with it for 
courage, good faith and sublimity. There, once more, was the 
necessity that rode him and that places him apart in our homage. 
It is no light thing to have been condemned to become provably 
sublime. And looking through, or trying to, at what is beneath and 
behind, we are left benevolently uncertain if the predominant 
quantity be audacity or innocence. 

It is of course inevitable at this point to seem to hear the colder 
critic promptly take us up. He undertook the whole thing~oh 
exactly, the ponderous person! But did he ^o’ the whole thing, if 
you please, any more than sundry others of fewer pretensions? 
The retort to this it can only be a positive joy to make, so high a 
note instantly sounds as an effect of the inquiry. Nothing is more 
interesting and amusing than to find one’s self recognizing both 



HONORE DE BALZAC 4 1 

that Balzac^s pretensions were immense, portentous, and that yet, 
taking him — and taking them — altogether, they but minister in 
the long run to our fondness. They affect us not only as the en- 
dearing eccentricities of a person we greatly admire, but fairly as 
the very condition of his having become such a person. We take 
them thus in the first place for the very terms of his plan, and in 
the second for a part of that high robustness and that general rich- 
ness of nature which made him in face of such a project believe in 
himself. One would really scarce have liked to see such a job as 
La Comedie humaine tackled without swagger. To think of the 
thing really as practicable was swagger, and of the very rarest 
order. So to think assuredly implied pretensions, pretensions that 
risked showing as monstrous should the enterprise fail to succeed. 
It is for the colder critic to take the trouble to make out that of 
the two parties to it the body of pretension remains greater than 
the success. One may put it moreover at the worst for him, may 
recognize that it is in the matter of opinion still more than in the 
matter of knowledge that Balzac offers himself as universally com- 
petent. He has flights of judgment — on subjects the most special 
as well as the most general — ^that are vertiginous and on his alight- 
ing from which we greet him with a special indulgence. We can 
easily imagine him to respond, confessing humorously — ^if he had 
only time — to such a benevolent understanding smile as would fain 
hold our own eyes a moment. Then it is that he would most show 
us his scheme and his necessities and how in operation they all hang 
together. Naturally everything about everything, though how he 
had time to learn it is the last thing he has time to tell us j which 
matters the less, moreover, as it is not over the question of his 
knowledge that we sociably invite him, as it were (and remem- 
bering the two augurs behind the altar) to wink at us for a sign. 
His convictions it is that are his great pardonable ^swagger^j to 
them in particular I refer as his general operative condition, the 
constituted terms of his experiment, and not less as his consolation, 
his support, his amusement by the way. They embrace everything 
in the world — that is in his world of the so parti-coloured France 
of his age: religion, morals, politics, economics, physics, esthetics, 
letters, art, science, sociology, every question of faith, every branch 
of research. They represent thus his equipment of ideas, those ideas 
of which it will never do for a man who aspires to constitute a 
State to be deprived. He must take them with him as an ambassa- 
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dor extraordinary takes with him secretaries, uniforms, stars and 
garters, a gilded coach and a high assurance. Balzac’s opinions are 
his gilded coach, in which he is more amused than anything else 
to feel himself riding, but which is indispensably concerned in get- 
ting him over the ground. What more inevitable than that they 
should be intensely Catholic, intensely monarchical, intensely sat- 
urated with the real genius — as between 1830 and 1848 he be- 
lieved it to be — of the French cliaracter and French institutions? 

Nothing is happier for us than that he should have enjoyed his 
outlook before the first half of the century closed. He could then 
still treat his subject as comparatively homogeneous. Any country 
could have a Revolution — every country had, had one. A Restora- 
tion was merely what a revolution involved, and the Empire had 
been for the French but a revolutionary incident, in addition to 
being by good luck for the novelist an immensely pictorial one. 
He was free therefore to arrange the background of the comedy 
in the manner that seemed to him best to suit anything so great; 
in the manner at the same time prescribed according to his con- 
tention by the noblest traditions. The church, the throne, the 
noblesse, the bourgeoisie, the people, the peasantry, all in their 
order and each solidly kept in it, these were precious things, things 
his superabundant insistence on the price of which is what I refer 
to as his exuberance of opimon. It was a luxury for more reasons 
than one, though one, presently to be mentioned, handsomely 
predominates. The meaning of that exchange of intelligences in the 
rear of the oracle which I have figured for him with the perceptive 
friend bears simply on his pleading guilty to the purport of the 
friend’s discrimination. The point the latter makes with him — a 
beautiful cordial critical point — ^is that he truly cares for nothing 
in the world, thank goodness, so much as for the passions and em- 
broilments of men and women, the free play of character and the 
sharp revelation of type, all the real stuff of drama and the natural 
food of novelists. Religion, morals, politics, economics, esthetics 
would be thus, as systematic matter, very well in their place, but 
quite secondary and subservient. Balzac’s attitude is again and 
again that he cares for the adventures and emotions because, as his 
last word, he cares for the good and the greatness of the State— 
which is where his swagger, with a whole society on his hands, 
comes in. What we on our side in a thousand places gratefully feel 
is that he cares for his monarchical and hierarchical and ecclesi- 
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astical society because it rounds itself for his mind into the most 
congraous and capacious theatre for the repertory of his innu- 
merable comedians. It has above all, for a painter abhorrent of 
the superficial, the inestimable benefit of the accumulated, of strong 
marks and fine shades, contrasts and complications. There had 
certainly been since 1789 dispersals and confusions enough, but 
the thick tradition, no more at the most than half smothered, lay 
under them all. So the whole of his faith and no small part of his 
working omniscience were neither more nor less than that historic 
sense which I have spoken of as the spur of his invention and 
which he possessed as no other novelist has done. We immedi- 
ately feel that to name it in connection with him is to answer every 
question he suggests and to account for each of his idiosyncrasies 
in turn. The novel, the tale, however brief, the passage, the sen- 
tence by itself, the situation, the person, the place, the motive ex- 
posed, the speech reported — these things were in his view history, 
with the absoluteness and the dignity of histoiy. This is the source 
both of his weight and of his wealth. What is the historic sense 
after all but animated, but impassioned knowledge seeking to en- 
large itself? I have said that his imagination did the whole thing, 
no other explanation — ^no reckoning of the possibilities of personal 
saturation — ^meeting the mysteries of the case. Therefore his imag- 
ination achieved the miracle of absolutely resolving itself into 
multifarious knowledge. Since history proceeds by documents he 
constructed, as he needed them, the documents too — fictive sources 
that imitated the actual to the life. It was of course a terrible busi- 
ness, but at least in the light of it his claims to creatorship are 
justified — ^which is what was to be shown. 

IV 

It is very well even in the sketchiest attempt at a portrait of his 
genius to try to take particulars in their order: one peeps over the 
shoulder of another at the moment we get a feature into focus. 
The loud appeal not to be left out prevails among them all, and 
certainly with the excuse that each as we fix it seems to fall most 
into the picture. I have so indulged myself as to his general air that 
I find a whole list of vivid contributive marks almost left on my 
hands. Such a list, in any study of Balzac, is delightful for intimate 
edification as well as for the fine humour of the things we proceed 
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from one of the items of his breathing physiognomy to the other 
with quite the same sense of life^ the same active curiosity, with 
which we push our way through the thick undergrowth of one of 
the novels. The diificulty is really that the special point for which 
we at the moment observe him melts into all the other points, is 
swallowed up before our eyes in the formidable mass. The French 
apply the happiest term to certain characters when they speak of 
them as entiersy and if the word had been invented for Balzac it 
could scarce better have expressed him. He is ^entire’ as was never 
a man of his craft; he moves always in his mass; wherever we find 
him we find him in force; whatever touch he applies he applies it 
with his whole apparatus. He is like an army gathered to besiege a 
cottage equally with a city, and living voraciously in either case on 
all the country about. It may well be, at any rate, that his infatua- 
tion with the idea of the social, the practical primacy of ^the sex^ is 
the article at the top of one^s list; there could certainly be no better 
occasion than this of a rich reissue of the Deux Jennes MariSes for 
placing it there at a venture. Here indeed precisely we get a sharp 
example of the way in which, as I have just said, a capital illustra- 
tion of one of his sides becomes, just as we take it up, a capital illus- 
tration of another. The correspondence of Louise de Chaulieu and 
Renee de Maucombe is in fact one of those cases that light up with 
a great golden glow all his parts at once. We needn^t mean by this 
that such parts are themselves absolutely all golden — given the 
amount of tinsel for instance in his view, supereminent, transcend- 
ent here, of the old families and the great ladies. What we do 
convey, however, is that his creative temperament finds in such 
data as these one of its best occasions for shining out. Again we 
fondly recognize his splendid, his attaching swagger — ^that of a 
^bounder’ of genius and of feeling; again we see how, with oppor- 
tunity, its elements may vibrate into a perfect ecstasy of creation. 

Why shouldn’t a man swagger, he treats us to the diversion of 
asking ourselves, who has created from top to toe the most bril- 
liant, the most historic, the most insolent, above all the most de- 
tailed and discriminated of aristocracies? Balzac carried the upper- 
most class of his comedy, from the princes, dukes, and unspeakable 
duchesses down to his poor barons de 'provincey about in his pocket 
as he might have carried a tolerably befingered pack of cards, to 
deal them about with a flourish of the highest authority whenever 
there was the chance of a game. He knew them up and down and 



HONORE DE BALZAC 


45 

in and out, their arms, infallibly supplied, their quarterings, pedi~ 
grees, services, intermarriages, relationships, ramifications and 
other enthralling attributes. This indeed is comparatively simple 
learnings the real wonder is rather when we linger on the ground 
of the patrician consciousness itself, the innermost, the esoteric, the 
spirit, temper, tone — ^tone above all — of the titled and the proud. 
The questions multiply for every scene of the comedy 5 there is no 
one who makes us walk in such a cloud of them. The clouds else- 
where, in comparison, are at best of questions not worth asking. 
Was the patrician consciousness that figured as our author’s model 
so splendidly fatuous as he — almost without irony, often in fact 
with a certain poetic sympathy — everywhere represents it? His im- 
agination lives in it, breathes its scented air, swallows this element 
with the smack of the lips of the connoisseur 5 but I feel that we 
never know, even to the end, whether he be here directly historic 
or only quite misguidedly romantic. The romantic side of him has 
the extent of all the others 3 it represents in the oddest manner his 
escape from the walled and roofed structure into which he had 
built himself — ^his longing for the vaguely-felt outside and as much 
as might be of the rest of the globe. But it is characteristic of him 
that the most he could do for this relief was to bring the fantastic 
into the circle and fit it somehow to his conditions. Was his tone 
for the duchess, the marquise but the imported fantastic, one of 
those smashes of the window-pane of the real that reactions some- 
times produce even in the stubborn? or are we to take it as ob- 
served, as really reported, as, for all its difference from our notion 
of the natural — ^and, quite as much, of the artificial — in another and 
happier strain of manners, substantially true? The whole episode, 
in Las Illusions ferdueSy of Madame de Bargeton’s ^chucking’ 
Lucien de Rubempre, on reaching Paris with him, under pressure 
of Madame d’Espard’s shockability as to his coat and trousers and 
other such matters, is either a magnificent lurid document or the 
baseless fabric of a vision. The great wonder is that, as I rejoice to 
put it, we can never really discover which, and that we feel as we 
read that we can’t, and that we suffer at the hands of no other 
' author this particular helplessness of immersion. It is done — we are 
always thrown back on that 3 we can’t get out of it 3 all we can do 
is to say that the true itself can’t be more than done and that if the 
false in this way equals it we must give up looking for the differ- 
ence. Alone among novelists Balzac has the secret of an insistence 
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that somehow makes the difference nought. He warms his facts 
into life — as witness the certainty that the episode I just cited has 
absolutely as much of that property as if perfect matching had 
been achieved. If the great ladies in question dldn^t behave, 
wouldn^t, couldn’t have behaved, like a pair of nervous snobs, why 
so much the worse, we say to ourselves, for the great ladies in 
question. We know them so — they owe their being to our so seeing 
them 5 whereas we never can tell ourselves how we should other- 
wise have known them or what quantity of being they would on a 
different footing have been able to put forth. 

The case is the same with Louise de Chaulieu, who besides com- 
ing out of her convent school, as a quite young thing, with an 
amount of sophistication that would have chilled the heart of a 
horse-dealer, exhales — and to her familiar friend, a young person 
of a supposedly equal breeding — an extravagance of complacency 
in her ^social position’ that makes us rub our eyes. Whereupon 
after a little the same phenomenon occurs 3 we swallow her brag- 
ging, against our better reason, or at any rate against our startled 
sense, under coercion of the total intensity. We do more than this, 
we cease to care for the question, which loses itself in the hot fusion 
of the whole picture. He has ^gone for’ his subject, in the vulgar 
phrase, with an avidity that makes the attack of his most eminent 
rivals affect us as the intercourse between introduced indifferences 
at a dull evening party. He squeezes it till it cries out, we hardly 
know whether for pleasure or pain. In the case before us for ex- 
ample — ^without wandering from book to book, impossible here, I 
make the most of the ground already broken — he has seen at once 
that the state of marriage itself, sounded to its depths, is, in the 
connection, his real theme. He sees it of course in the conditions 
that exist for him, but he weighs it to the last ounce, feels it in all 
its dimensions, as well as in all his own, and would scorn to take 
refuge in any engaging side-issue. He gets, for further intensity, 
into the very skin of his jeunes manees — into each alternately, as 
they are different enough 3 so that, to repeat again, any other mode 
of representing women, or of representing anybody, becomes, in 
juxtaposition, a thing so void of the active contortions of truth as 
to be comparatively wooden. He bears children with Madame de 
I’Estorade, knows intimately how she suffers for them, and not 
less intimately how her correspondent suffers, as well as enjoys, 
without them. Big as he is he makes himself small to be handled 
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by her with young maternal passion and positively to handle her 
in turn with infantile innocence. These things are the very 
flourishes, the little technical amusements of his penetrating power. 
But it is doubtless in his hand for such a matter as the jealous pas- 
sion of Louise de Chaulieu, the free play of her intelligence and 
the almost beautiful good faith of her egotism, that he is most in- 
dividual. It is one of the neatest examples of his extraordinary 
leading gift, his art — ^which is really moreover not an art — of work- 
ing the exhibition of a given character up to intensity. I say it is 
not an art because it acts for us rather as a hunger on the part of 
his nature to take on in all freedom another nature — ^take it by a 
direct process of the senses. Art is for the mass of us who have only 
the process of art, comparatively so stiff. The thing amounts with 
him to a kind of shameless personal, physical, not merely intel- 
lectual, duality — the very spirit and secret of transmigration. 



Anthony Trollope 


When, a few months ago, Anthony Trollope laid down his pen 
for the last time, it was a sign of the complete extinction of that 
group of admirable writers who, in England, during the preceding 
half century, had done so much to elevate the art of the novelist. 
The author of The Warden, of B archester Towers, of Framley 
Parsonage, does not, to our mind, stand on the very same level as 
Dickens, Thackeray and George Eliot j for his talent was of a 
quality less fine than theirs. But he belonged to the same family — 
he had as much to tell us about English lifej he was strong, genial 
and abundant. He published too much 5 the writing of novels had 
ended by becoming, with him, a perceptibly mechanical process. 
Dickens was prolific, Thackeray produced with a freedom for 
which we are constantly grateful; but we feel that these writers 
had their periods of gestation. They took more time to look at 
their subject; relatively (for to-day there is not much leisure, at 
best, for those who undertake to entertain a hungry public), they 
were able to wait for inspiration. Trollope’s fecundity was prodi- 
gious; there was no limit to the work he was ready to do. It is 
not unjust to say that he sacrificed quality to quantity. Abundance, 
certainly, is in itself a great merit; almost all the greatest writers 
have been abundant. But Trollope’s fertility was gross, impor- 
tunate; he himself contended, we believe, that he had given to 
the world a greater number of printed pages of fiction than any of 
his literary contemporaries. Not only did his novels follow each 
other without visible intermission, overlapping and treading on 
each other’s heels, but most of these works are of extraordinary 
length. Orley Farm, Can You Forgive Her^ He Knew He Was 
Right, are exceedingly voluminous tales. The Way We Live Now 
is one of the longest of modern novels. Trollope produced, more- 

* From Partial Portraits by Henry James, Macmillan and Co., London and 
New York, 1888. 
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over, in the intervals o£ larger labour a great number of short 
stories, many of them charming, as well as various books of travel, 
and two or three biographies. He was the great imfrovvisatore of 
these latter years. Two distinguished story-tellers of the other sex 
— one in France and one in England — ^have shown an extraordinary 
facility of composition; but Trollope’s pace was brisker even than 
that of the wonderful Madame Sand and the delightful Mrs. 
Oliphant. He had taught himself to keep this pace, and had re- 
duced his admirable faculty to a system. Every day of his life he 
wrote a certain number of pages of his current tale, a number 
sacramental and invariable, independent of mood and place. It was 
once the fortune of the author of these lines to cross the Atlantic in 
his company, and he has never forgotten the magnificent example 
of plain persistence that it was in the power of the eminent novelist 
to give on that occasion. The season was unpropitious, the vessel 
overcrowded, the voyage detestable; but Trollope shut himself up 
in his cabin every morning for a purpose which, on the part of a 
distinguished writer who was also an invulnerable sailor, could 
only be communion with the muse. He drove his pen as steadily on 
the tumbling ocean as in Montague Square; and as his voyages 
were many, it was his practice before sailing to come down to the 
ship and confer with the carpenter, who was instructed to rig up a 
rough writing-table in his small sea-chamber. Trollope has been 
accused of being deficient in imagination, but in the face of such a 
fact as that the charge will scarcely seem just. The power to shut 
one’s eyes, one’s ears (to say nothing of another sense), upon the 
scenery of a pitching Cunarder and open them upon the loves and 
sorrows of Lily Dale or the conjugal embarrassments of Lady 
Glencora Palliser, is certainly a faculty which could take to itself 
wings. The Imagination that Trollope possessed he had at least 
thoroughly at his command. I speak of all this in order to explain 
(in part) why it was that, with his extraordinary gift, there was 
always in him a certain infusion of the common. He abused his 
gift, overworked it, rode his horse too hard. As an artist he never 
took himself seriously; many people will say this was why he was 
so delightful. The people who take themselves seriously are prigs 
and bores; and Trollope, with his perpetual ^story,’ which was the 
only thing he cared about, his strong good sense, hearty good 
nature, generous appreciation of life In all its varieties, responds in 
perfection to a certain English ideal. According to that ideal it is 



50 THE ART OF FICTION 

rather dangerous to be explicitly or consciously an artist — to have 
a system, a doctrine, a form. Trollope, from the first, went in, as 
they say, for having as little form as possible j it is probably safe 
to affirm that he had no Views’ whatever on the subject of novel- 
writing. His whole manner is that of a man who regards the 
practice as one of the more delicate industries, but has never 
troubled his head nor clogged his pen with theories about the 
nature of his business. Fortunately he was not obliged to do so, for 
he had an easy road to success j and his honest, familiar, deliberate 
way of treating his readers as if he were one of them, and shared 
their indifference to a general view, their limitations of knowledge, 
their love of a comfortable ending, endeared him to many persons 
in England and America. It is in the name of some chosen form 
that, of late years, things have been made most disagreeable for 
the novel-reader, who has been treated by several votaries of the 
new experiments in fiction to unwonted and bewildering sensa- 
tions. With Trollope we were always safej there were sure to be 
no new experiments. 

His great, his inestimable merit was a complete appreciation of 
the usual. This gift is not rare in the annals of English fiction} it 
would naturally be found in a walk of literature in which the 
feminine mind has laboured so fruitfully. Women are delicate and 
patient observers} they hold their noses close, as it were, to the 
texture of life. They feel and perceive the real with a kind of 
personal tact, and their observations are recorded in a thousand 
delightful volumes. Trollope, therefore, with his eyes comfort- 
ably fixed on the familiar, the actual, was far from having invented 
a new category} his great distinction is that in resting there his 
vision took in so much of the field. And then he felt all daily and 
immediate things as well as saw them} felt them in a simple, 
direct, salubrious way, with their sadness, their gladness, their 
charm, their comicality, all their obvious and measurable meanings. 
He never wearied of the pre-established round of English cus- 
toms — never needed a respite or a change — ^was content to go on 
indefinitely watching the life that surrounded him, and holding up 
his mirror to it. Into this mirror the public, at first especially, grew 
very fond of looking — for it saw itself reflected in all the most 
credible and supposable ways, with that curiosity that people feel 
to know how they look when they are represented, ‘just as they 
are,’ by a painter who does not desire to put them into an attitude. 
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to drape them for an effect, to arrange his light and his accessories. 
This exact and on the whole becoming image, projected upon a 
surface without a strong intrinsic tone, constitutes mainly the enter- 
tainment that Trollope offered his readers. The striking thing to 
the critic was that his robust and patient mind had no particular 
bias, his imagination no light of its own. He saw things neither pic- 
torially and grotesquely like Dickens , nor with that combined dis- 
position to satire and to literary form which gives such ‘^body,^ as 
they say of wine, to the manner of Thackeray 3 nor with anything 
of the philosophic, the transcendental cast — ^the desire to follow 
them to their remote relations — ^which we associate with the name 
of George Eliot, Trollope had his elements of fancy, of satire, of 
irony 3 but these qualities were not very highly developed, and he 
walked mainly by the light of his good sense, his clear, direct 
vision of the things that lay nearest, and his great natural kind- 
ness, There is something remarkably tender and friendly in his 
feeling about all human perplexities 3 he takes the good-natured, 
temperate, conciliatory view — the humorous view, perhaps, for the 
most part, yet without a touch of pessimistic prejudice. As he grew 
older, and had sometimes to go farther afield for his subjects, he 
acquired a savour of bitterness and reconciled himself sturdily to 
treating of the disagreeable. A more copious record of disagreeable 
matters could scarcely be imagined, for instance, than The Way 
We Live Now. But, in general, he has a wholesome mistrust of 
morbid analysis, an aversion to inflicting pain. He has an infinite 
love of detail, but his details are, for the most part, the innumer- 
able items of the expected. When the French are disposed to pay 
a compliment to the English mind they are so good as to say that 
there is in it something remarkably homUe. If I might borrow 
this epithet without seeming to be patronizing, I should apply it 
to the genius of Anthony Trollope. He represents in an eminent 
degree this natural decorum of the English spirit, and represents 
it all the better that there is not in him a grain of the mawkish or 
the prudish. He writes, he feels, he judges like a man, talking 
plainly and frankly about many things, and is by no means desti- 
tute of a certain saving grace of coarseness. But he has kept the 
purity of his imagination and held fast to old-fashioned reverences 
and preferences. He thinks it a sufficient objection to several topics 
to say simply that they are unclean. There was nothing in his 
theory of the story-teller’s art that tended to convert the reader’s 
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or the writer’s mind into a vessel for polluting things. He recog- 
nized the right of the vessel to protest, and would have regarded 
such a protest as conclusive. With a considerable turn for satire, 
though this perhaps is more evident in his early novels than in 
his later ones, he had as little as possible of the quality of irony. 
He never played with a subject, never juggled with the sympathies 
or the credulity of his reader, was never in the least paradoxical 
or mystifying. He sat down to his theme in a serious, business- 
like way, with his elbows on the table and his eye occasionally 
wandering to the clock. 

To touch successively upon these points is to attempt a portrait, 
which I shall perhaps not altogether have failed to produce. The 
source of his success in describing the life that lay nearest to him, 
and describing it without any of those artistic perversions that 
come, as we have said, from a powerful imagination, from a cyni- 
cal humour or from a desire to look, as George Eliot expresses it, 
for the suppressed transitions that unite all contrasts, the essence 
of this love of reality was his extreme interest in character. This 
is the fine and admirable quality in Trollope, this is what will pre- 
serve his best works in spite of those flatnesses which keep him 
from standing on quite the same level as the masters. Indeed this 
quality is so much one of the finest (to my mind at least), that it 
makes me wonder the more that the writer who had it so abun- 
dantly and so naturally should not have just that distinction which 
Trollope lacks, and which we find in his three brilliant contem- 
poraries. If he was in any degree a man of genius (and I hold 
that he was), it was in virtue of this happy, instinctive perception 
of human varieties. His knowledge of the stuff we are made of, 
his observation of the common behaviour of men and women, was 
not reasoned nor acquired, not even particularly studied. All 
human doings deeply interested him, human life, to his mind, was 
a perpetual story j but he never attempted to take the so-called 
scientific view, the view which has lately found ingenious advo- 
cates among the countrymen and successors of Balzac. He had no 
airs of being able to tell you why people in a given situation would 
conduct themselves in a particular way; it was enough for him that 
he felt their feelings and struck the right note, because he had, as 
it were, a good ear. If he was a knowing psychologist he was 
so by grace; he was just and true without apparatus and without 
effort. He must have had a great taste for the moral question; he 
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evidently believed that this is the basis of the interest of fiction. 
We must be careful, of course, in attributing convictions and 
opinions to Trollope, who, as I have said, had as little as possible 
of the pedantry of his art, and whose occasional chance utterances 
in regard to the object of the novelist and his means of achieving 
it are of an almost startling simplicity. But we certainly do not go 
too far in saying that he gave his practical testimony in favour of 
the idea that the interest of a work of fiction is great in proportion 
as the people stand on their feet. His great efort was evidently 
to make them stand so j if he achieved this result with as little as 
possible of a flourish of the hand it was nevertheless the measure 
of his success. If he had taken sides on the droll, bemuddled oppo- 
sition between novels of character and novels of plot, I can imagine 
him to have said (except that he never expressed himself in epi- 
grams), that he preferred the former class, inasmuch as character 
in itself is plot, while plot is by no means character. It is more safe 
indeed to believe that his great good sense would have prevented 
him from taking an idle controversy seriously. Character, in any 
sense in which we can get at it, is action, and action is plot, and any 
plot which hangs together, even if it pretend to interest us only in 
the fashion of a Chinese puzzle, plays upon om- emotion, our 
suspense, by means of personal references. We care what happens 
to people only in proportion as we know what people are. Trol- 
lope^s gi'eat apprehension of the real, which was what made him 
so interesting, came to him through his desire to satisfy us on this 
point — ^to tell us what certain people were and what they did in 
consequence of being so. That is the purpose of each of his tales ^ 
and if these things produce an illusion it comes from the gradual 
abundance of his testimony as to the temper, the tone, the passions, 
the habits, the moral nature, of a certain number of contemporary 
Britons. 

His stories, in spite of their great length, deal very little in the 
surprising, the exceptional, the complicated j as a general thing he 
has no great story to tell. The thing is not so much a story as a pic- 
ture 3 if we hesitate to call it a picture it is because the idea of com- 
position is not the controlling one and we feel that the author would 
regard the artistic, in general, as a kind of affectation. There is not 
even much description, in the sense which the present votaries of 
realism in France attach to that word. The painter lays his scene 
in a few deliberate, not especially pictorial strokes, and never 
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dreams of finishing the piece for the sake of enabling the reader to 
hang it up. The finish, such as it is, comes later, from the slow and 
somewhat clumsy accumulation of small illustrations. These illus- 
trations are sometimes of the commonest^ Trollope turns them 
out inexhaustibly, repeats them freely, unfolds them without haste 
and without rest. But they are all of the most obvious sort, and 
they are none the worse for that. The point to be made is that they 
have no great spectacular interest (we beg pardon of the innumer- 
able love-affairs that Trollope has described), like many of the 
incidents, say, of Walter Scott and of Alexandre Dumas: if we 
care to know about them (as repetitions of a usual case), it is be- 
cause the writer has managed, in his candid, literal, somewhat 
lumbering way, to tell us that about the men and women con- 
cerned which has already excited on their behalf the impression of 
life. It is a marvel by what homely arts, by what imperturbable 
button-holing persistence, he contrives to excite this impression. 
Take, for example, such a work as The Vicar of Bullhmn'ptom It 
would be difficult to state the idea of this slow but excellent story, 
which is a capital example of Interest produced by the quietest 
conceivable means. The principal persons in it are a lively, jovial, 
high-tempered country clergyman, a young woman who is in love " 
with her cousin, and a small, rather dull squire who is in love with 
the young woman. There Is no connection between the affairs of 
the clergyman and those of the two other persons, save that these 
two are the Vicar^s friends. The Vicar gives countenance, for 
Christian charity’s sake, to a young countryman who is suspected 
(falsely, as it appears) of murder, and also to the lad’s sister, who 
is more than suspected of leading an Immoral life. Various people 
are shocked at his indiscretion, but in the end he is shown to have 
been no worse a clergyman because he is a good fellow. A cantan- 
kerous nobleman, who has a spite against him, causes a Methodist 
conventicle to be erected at the gates of the vicarage 5 but after- 
ward, finding that he has no title to the land used for this ob- 
noxious purpose, causes the conventicle to be pulled down, and is 
reconciled with the parson, who accepts an invitation to stay at the 
castle. Mary Lowther, the heroine of The Vicar of Bullhamfton^ 
is sought in marriage by Mr. Harry Gilmore, to whose passion she 
Is unable to respond 3 she accepts him, however, making him under- 
stand that she does not love him, and that her affections are fixed 
upon her kinsman, Captain Marrable, whom she would marry 



ANTHONY TROLLOPE 


55 

(and who would marry her), if he were not too poor to support a 
wife. If Mr. Gilmore will take her on these terms she will become 
his spouse j but she gives him all sorts of warnings. They are not 
superfluous 5 for, as Captain Marrable presently inherits a fortune, 
she throws over Mr. Gilmore, who retires to foreign lands, heart- 
broken, inconsolable. This is the substance of The Vicar of Bull- 
hamfton; the reader will see that it is not a very tangled skein. But 
if the interest is gradual it is extreme and constant, and it comes 
altogether from excellent portraiture. It is essentially a moral, a 
social interest. There is something masterly in the large-fisted grip 
with which, in work of this kind, Trollope handles his brush. The 
Vicar^s nature is thoroughly analysed and rendered, and his mono- 
tonous friend the Squire, a man with limitations, but possessed 
and consumed by a genuine passion, is equally near the truth. 

Trollope has described again and again the ravages of love, and 
it is wonderful to see how well, in these delicate matters, his plain 
good sense and good taste serve him. His story is always primarily 
a love-story, and a love-story constructed on an inveterate system. 
There is a young lady who has two lovers, or a young man who 
has two sweethearts 3 we are treated to the innumerable forms in 
which this predicament may present itself and the consequences, 
sometimes pathetic, sometimes grotesque, which spring from such 
false situations. Trollope is not what is called a colourist j still less 
is he a poet: he is seated on the back of heavy-footed prose. But his 
account of those sentiments which the poets are supposed to have 
made their own is apt to be as touching as demonstrations more 
lyrical. There is something wonderfully vivid in the state of mind 
of the unfortunate Harry Gilmore, of whom I have just spoken 5 
and his history, which has no more pretensions to style than if it 
were cut out of yesterday’s newspaper, lodges itself in the imagina- 
tion in all sorts of classic company. He is not handsome, nor clever, 
nor rich, nor romantic, nor distinguished in any way 3 he is simply 
rather a dense, narrow-minded, stiff, obstinate, commonplace, 
conscientious modern Englishman, exceedingly in love and, from 
his own point of view, exceedingly ill-used. He is interesting be- 
cause he suffers and because we are curious to see the form that 
suffering will take in that particular nature. Our good fortune, with 
Trollope, is that the person put before us will have, in spite of 
opportunities not to have it, a certain particular nature. The author 
has cared enough about the character of such a person to find out 
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exactly what it is. Another particular nature in T he 'Vicar of Bull- 
hamfton is the surly, sturdy, sceptical old farmer Jacob Brattle, 
who doesn’t want to be patronized by the parson, and in his dumb, 
dusky, half-brutal, half-spintual melancholy, surrounded by do- 
mestic troubles, financial embarrassments and a puzzling world, 
declines altogether to be won over to clerical optimism. Such a 
figure as Jacob Brattle, purely episodical though it be, is an ex- 
cellent English portrait. As thoroughly English, and the most 
striking thing in the book, is the combination, in the nature of 
Frank Fenwick — the delightful Vicar — of the patronizing, conven- 
tional, clerical element with all sorts of manliness and spontaneity; 
the union, or to a certain extent the contradiction, of official and 
personal geniality. Trollope touches these points in a way that 
shows that he knows his man. Delicacy is not his great sign, but 
when it is necessary he can be as delicate as any one else. 

I alighted, just now, at a venture, upon the history of Frank 
Fenwick; it is far from being a conspicuous work in the immense 
list of Trollope’s novels. But to choose an example one must 
choose arbitrarily, for examples of almost anything that one may 
wish to say are numerous to embarrassment. In speaking of a writer 
who produced so much and produced always in the same way, 
there is perhaps a certain unfairness in choosing at all. As no work 
has higher pretensions than any other, there may be a certain un- 
kindness in holding an individual production up to the light. 
'Judge me in the lump,’ we can imagine the author saying; 'I have 
only undertaken to entertain the British public. I don’t pretend 
that each of my novels is an organic whole.’ Trollope had no time 
to give his tales a classic roundness ; yet there is (in spite of an 
extraordinary defect) something of that quality in the thing that 
first revealed him. The Warden was published in 1855. It made 
a great impression; and when, in 1857, Barchester Towers fol- 
lowed it, every one saw that English literature had a novelist the 
more. These were not the works of a young man, for Anthony 
Trollope had been born in 1815. It is remarkable to reflect, by the 
way, that his prodigious fecundity (he had published before The 
Warden three or four novels which attracted little attention) was 
enclosed between his fortieth and his sixty-seventh years. Trollope 
had lived long enough in the world to learn a good deal about it; 
and his maturity of feeling and evidently large knowledge of 
English life were for much in the effect produced by the two 
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clerical tales. It was easy to see that he would take up room. What 
he had picked up, to begin with, was a comprehensive, various im- 
pression of the clergy of the Church of England and the manners 
and feelings that prevail in cathedral towns. This, for a while, was 
his speciality, and, as always happens in such cases, the public was 
disposed to prescribe to him that path. He knew about bishops, 
archdeacons, prebendaries, precentors, and about their wives and 
daughters^ he knew what these dignitaries say to each other when 
they are collected together, aloof from secular ears. He even knew 
what sort of talk goes on between a bishop and a bishop’s lady 
when the august couple are enshrouded in the privacy of the 
episcopal bedroom. This knowledge, somehow, was rare and 
precious. No one, as yet, had been bold enough to snatch the illu- 
minating torch from the very summit of the altar. Trollope en- 
larged his field very speedily — there is, as I remember that work, 
as little as possible of the ecclesiastical in the tale of The Three 
Clerks y which came after Barchester Towers. But he always re- 
tained traces of his early divination of the clergy 5 he introduced 
them frequently, and he always did them easily and well. There 
is no ecclesiastical figure, however, so good as the first — ^no creation 
of this sort so happy as the admirable Mr. Harding. The Warden 
is a delightful tale, and a signal instance of Trollope’s habit of 
offering us the spectacle of a character. A motive more delicate, 
more slender, as well as more charming, could scarcely be con- 
ceived. It is simply the history of an old man’s conscience. 

The good and gentle Mr. Harding, precentor of Barchester 
Cathedral, also holds the post of warden of Hiram’s Hospital, an 
ancient charity where twelve old paupers are maintained in com- 
fort. The office is in the gift of the bishop, and its emoluments are 
as handsome as the duties of the place are small. Mr. Harding 
has for years drawn his salary in quiet gratitude 5 but his moral 
repose is broken by hearing it at last begun to be said that the 
wardenship is a sinecure, that the salary is a scandal, and that a 
large part, at least, of his easy income ought to go to the pen- 
sioners of the hospital. He is sadly troubled and perplexed, and 
when the great London newspapers take up the affair he is over- 
whelmed with confusion and shame. He thinks the newspapers are 
right — he perceives that the warden is an overpaid and rather a 
useless functionary. The only thing he can do is to resign the place. 
He has no means of his own — ^he is only a quiet, modest, innocent 
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old man, with a taste, a passion, for old church-music and the 
violoncello. But he determines to resign, and he does resign in spite 
of the shai'p opposition of his friends. He does what he thinks 
right, and goes to live in lodgings over a shop in the Barchester 
High Street. That is all the stoiy, and it has exceeding beauty. The 
question of Mr. Harding’s resignation becomes a drama, and we 
anxiously wait for the catastrophe. Trollope never did anything 
happier than the picture of this sweet and serious little old gentle- 
man, who on most of the occasions of life has shown a lamblike 
softness and compliance, but in this particular matter opposes a 
silent, impenetrable obstinacy to the arguments of the friends who 
insist on his keeping his sinecure — fixing his mild, detached gaze 
on the distance, and making imaginary passes with his fiddle- 
bow while they demonstrate his pusillanimity. The subject of The 
Warden, exactly viewed, is the opposition of the two natures of 
Archdeacon Grantley and Mr. Harding, and there is nothing finer 
in all Trollope than the vividness with which this opposition is 
presented. The archdeacon is as happy a portrait as the precentor 
— an image of the full-fed, worldly churchman, taking his stand 
squarely upon his rich temporalities, and regarding the church 
frankly as a fat social pasturage. It required the greatest tact and 
temperance to make the picture of Archdeacon Grantley stop just 
where it does. The type, impartially considered, is detestable, but 
the individual may be full of amenity. Trollope allows his arch- 
deacon all the virtues he was likely to possess, but he makes his 
spiritual grossness wonderfully natural. No charge of exaggeration 
is possible, for we are made to feel that he is conscientious as well 
as arrogant, and expansive as well as hard. He is one of those 
figures that spring into being all at once, solidifying in the author’s 
grasp. These two capital portraits are what we carry away from 
The Warden, which some persons profess to regard as our writer’s 
masterpiece. We remember, while it was still something of a 
novelty, to have heard a judicious critic say that it had much of the 
charm of The Vicar of Wakefield. Anthony Trollope would not 
have accepted the compliment, and would not have wished this 
little tale to pass before several of its successors. He would have 
said, very justly, that it gives too small a measure of his knowl- 
edge of life. It has, however, a certain classic roundness, though, 
as we said a moment since, there is a blemish on its fair face. The 
chapter on Dr. Pessimist Anticant and Mr. Sentiment would be a 



ANTHONY TROLLOPE 


59 

mistake almost inconceivable if Trollope had not in other places 
taken pains to show us that for certain forms of satire (the more 
violent, doubtless), he had absolutely no gift. Dr. Anticant is a 
parody of Carlyle, and Mr. Sentiment is an exposure of Dickens: 
and both these little jeux d^es'prit are as infelicitous as they are mis- 
placed. It was no less luckless an inspiration to convert Archdeacon 
Grantley’s three sons, denominated respectively Charles James, 
Henry and Samuel, into little elEgies of three distinguished Eng- 
lish bishops of that period, whose well-known peculiarities are re- 
produced in the description of these unnatural urchins. The whole 
passage, as we meet it, is a sudden disillusionment 3 we are trans- 
ported from the mellow atmosphere of an assimilated Barchester 
to the air of ponderous allegory. 

I may take occasion to remark here upon a very curious fact — 
the fact that there are certain precautions in the way of produc- 
ing that illusion dear to the intending novelist which Trollope not 
only habitually scorned to take, but really, as we may say, asking 
pardon for the heat of the thing, delighted wantonly to violate. 
He took a suicidal satisfaction in reminding the reader that the 
story he was telling was only, after all, a make-believe. He habitu- 
ally referred to the work in hand (in the course of that work) as a 
novel, and to himself as a novelist, and was fond of letting the 
reader know that this novelist could direct the course of events ac- 
cording to his pleasure. Already, in Barchester Towers^ he falls 
into this pernicious trick. In describing the wooing of Eleanor Bold 
by Mr. Arabin he has occasion to say that the lady might have 
acted in a much more direct and natural way than the way he at- 
tributes to her. But if she had, he adds, Vhere would have been 
my novel The last chapter of the same story begins with the re- 
mark, Hhe end of a novel, like the end of a children’s dinner 
party, must be made up of sweetmeats and sugar-plums.’ These 
little slaps at credulity (we might give many more specimens) are 
very discouraging, but they are even more inexplicable 5 for they 
are deliberately inartistic, even judged from the point of view of 
that rather vague consideration of form which is the only canon we 
have a right to impose upon Trollope. It is impossible to imagine 
what a novelist takes himself to be unless he regard himself as an 
historian and his narrative as a history. It is only as an historian 
that he has the smallest locus standi. As a narrator of fictitious 
events he is nowhere 3 to insert into his attempt a back-bone of 
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logic, he must relate events that are assumed to be real. This as- 
sumption permeates, animates all the work of the most solid 
story-tellers, we need only mention (to select a single instance) 
the magnificent historical tone of Balzac, who would as soon have 
thought of admitting to the reader that he was deceiving him, as 
Garrick or John Kemble would have thought of pulling off his 
disguise in front of the foot-lights. Therefore, when Trollope 
suddenly winks at us and reminds us that he is telling us an arbi- 
trary thing, we are startled and shocked in quite the same way as 
if Macaulay or Motley were to drop the historic mask and intimate 
that William of Orange was a myth or the Duke of Alva an in- 
vention. 

It is a part of this same ambiguity of mind as to what constitutes 
evidence that Trollope should sometimes endow his people with 
such fantastic names. Dr. Pessimist Anticant and Mr. Sentiment 
make, as we have seen, an awkward appearance in a modern novel j 
and Mr. Neversay Die, Mr. Stickatit, Mr. Rerechild and Mr. 
Fillgrave (the two last the family physicians) are scarcely more 
felicitous. It would be better to go back to Bunyan at once. There 
is a person mentioned in The Warden under the name of Mr. 
Quiverful — a. poor clergyman, with a dozen children, who holds 
the living of Puddingdale. This name is a humorous allusion to 
his overflowing nursery, and it matters little so long as he is not 
brought to the front. But in Barchester Towers j which carries on 
the history of Hiram’s Hospital, Mr. Quiverful becomes, as a 
candidate for Mr. Harding’s vacant place, an important element, 
and the reader is made proportionately unhappy by the primitive 
character of this satiric note. A Mr. Quiverful with fourteen 
children (which is the number attained in Barchester Towers) is 
too difficult to believe in. We can believe in the name and we can 
believe in the children j but we cannot manage the combination. 
It is probably not unfair to say that if Trollope derived half his 
inspiration from life, he derived the other half from Thackeray; 
his earlier novels, in especial, suggest an honourable emulation of 
the author of The Newcomes. Thackeray’s names were perfect; 
they always had a meaning, and (except in his absolutely jocose 
productions, where they were still admirable) we can imagine, 
even when they are most figurative, that they should have been 
borne by real people. But in this, as in other respects, Trollope’s 
hand was heavier than his master’s; though when he is content 
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not to be too comical his appellations are sometimes fortunate 
enough. Mrs. Proudie is excellent, for Mrs. Proudie, and even the 
Duke of Omnium and Gatherum Castle rather minister to il- 
lusion than destroy it. Indeed, the names of houses and places, 
throughout Trollope, are full of colour. 

I would speak in some detail of Barchester Towers if this did 
not seem to commit me to the prodigious task of appreciating each 
of Trollope’s works in succession. Such an attempt as that is so far 
from being possible that I must frankly confess to not having read 
everything that proceeded from his pen. There came a moment in 
his vigorous career (it was even a good many years ago) when I 
renounced the effort to ‘^keep up’ with him. It ceased to seem 
obligatory to have read his last story 3 it ceased soon to be very 
possible to know which was his last. Before that, I had been punc- 
tual, devoted 3 and the memories of the earlier period are delight- 
ful. It reached, if I remember correctly, to about the publication of 
He Knew He Was Right; after which, to my recollection (oddly 
enough, too, for that novel was good enough to encourage a con- 
tinuance of past favours, as the shopkeepers say), the picture be- 
comes dim and blurred. The author of Orley Farm and The Small 
House at AlUngton ceased to produce individual works 3 his ac- 
tivity became a huge ^serial.’ Here and there, m the vast fluidity, 
an organic particle detached itself. The Last Chronicle of Barsety 
for instance, is one of his most powerful things 3 it contains the 
sequel of the terrible history of Mr. Crawley, the starving curate 
— an episode full of that literally truthful pathos of which Trol- 
lope was so often a master, and which occasionally raised him quite 
to the level of his two immediate predecessors in the vivid treat- 
ment of English life — ^great artists whose pathetic effects were 
sometimes too visibly prepared. For the most part, however, he 
should be judged by the productions of the first half of his career 3 
later the strong wine was rather too copiously watered. His prac- 
tice, his acquired facility, were such that his hand went of itself, as 
it were, and the thing looked superficially like a fresh inspiration. 
But it was not fresh, it was rather stale 3 and though there was no 
appearance of effort, there was a fatal dryness of texture. It was 
too little of a new story and too much of an old one. Some of these 
ultimate compositions — Phineas Redux {Phineas Finn is much bet- 
ter), The Prime Minister y John Caldigatey The American Senator y 
The DukeJs Children — ^betray the dull, impersonal rumble of the 
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mill-wheel. What stands Trollope always in good stead (in addi- 
tion to the ripe habit of writing) is his various knowledge of the 
English world — to say nothing of his occasionally laying under 
contribution the American. His American portraits, by the way 
(they are several in number), are always friendly 3 they hit it off 
more happily than the attempt to depict American character from 
the European point of view is accustomed to do: though, indeed, 
as we ourselves have not yet learned to represent our types very 
finely — are not apparently even very sure what our types are — ^it is 
perhaps not to be wondered at that transatlantic talent should miss 
the mark. The weakness of transatlantic talent in this particular Is 
apt to be want of knowledge 3 but Trollope^s knowledge has all 
the air of being excellent, though not intimate. Had he indeed 
striven to learn the way to the American heart? No less than twice, 
and possibly even oftener, has he rewarded the merit of a scion of 
the British aristocracy with the hand of an American girl. The 
American girl was destined sooner or later to make her entrance 
into British fiction, and Trollope^s treatment of this complicated 
being is full of good humour and of that fatherly indulgence, that 
almost motherly sympathy, which characterizes his attitude 
throughout toward the youthful feminine. He has not mastered 
all the springs of her delicate organism nor sounded all the mys- 
teries of her conversation. Indeed, as regards these latter pheno- 
mena, he has observed a few of which he has been the sole ob- 
server. T got to be thinking if any one of them should ask me to 
marry him,^ words attributed to Miss Boncassen, in The Duke^s 
Children^ have much more the note of English American than of 
American English. But, on the whole, in these matters Trollope 
does very well. His fund of acquaintance with his own country — 
and indeed with the world at large — ^was apparently inexhaustible, 
and it gives his novels a spacious, geographical quality which we 
should, not know where to look for elsewhere in the same degree, 
and which is the sign of an extraordinary difference between such 
an horizon as his and the limited world-outlook, as the Germans 
would say, of the brilliant writers who practise the art of realistic 
fiction on the other side of the Channel. Trollope was familiar 
with all sorts and conditions of men, with the business of life, with 
affairs, with the great world of sport, with every component part 
of the ancient fabric of English society. He had travelled more 
than once aU over the globe, and for him, therefore, the back- 
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ground of the human drama was a very extensive scene. He had 
none of the pedantry of the cosmopolite 3 he remained a sturdy 
and sensible middle-class Englishman. But his work is full of im- 
plied reference to the whole arena of modern vagrancy. He was 
for many years concerned in the management of the Post OfEccj 
and we can imagine no experience more fitted to impress a man 
with the diversity of human relations. It is possibly from this 
source that he derived his fondness for transcribing the letters of 
his love-lorn maidens and other embarrassed persons. No con- 
temporary story-teller deals so much in letters 3 the modern Eng- 
lish epistle (very happily imitated, for the most part) is his un- 
failing resource. 

There is perhaps little reason In it, but I find myself comparing 
this tone of allusion to many lands and many things, and whatever 
it brings us of easier respiration, with that narrow vision of human- 
ity which accompanies the strenuous, serious work lately offered 
us In such abundance by the votaries of art for art who sit so long 
at their desks in Parisian quatriemes. The contrast is complete, and 
it would be interesting, had we space to do so here, to see how far 
it goes. On one side a wide, good-humoured, superficial glance at a 
good many things 5 on the other a gimlet-like consideration of a 
few. Trollope^s plan, as well as Zola’s, was to describe the life 
that lay near him 3 but the two writers differ immensely as to 
what constitutes life and what constitutes nearness. For Trollope 
the emotions of a nursery-governess in Australia would take 
precedence of the adventures of a depraved femme du monde 
in Paris or London. They both undertake to do the same thing 
— ^to depict French and English manners 3 but the English 
writer (with his unsurpassed industry) is so occasional, so acci- 
dental, so full of the echoes of voices that are not the voice 
of the muse. Gustave Flaubert, Emile Zola, Alphonse Daudet, 
on the other hand, are nothing if not concentrated and seden- 
tary. Trollope’s realism is as instinctive, as inveterate as theirs 3 
but nothing could mark more the difference between the 
French and English mind than the difference in the application, on 
one side and the other, of this system. We say system, though on 
Trollope’s part it is none. He has no visible, certainly no explicit 
care for the literary part of the business 3 he writes easily, com- 
fortably, and profusely, but his style has nothing in common either 
with the minute stippling of Daudet or the studied rhythms of 
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Flaubert. He accepted all the common restrictions, and found that 
even within the barriers there was plenty of material. He attaches 
a preface to one of his novels — The Vicar of Bidlhamfton, before 
mentioned — for the express purpose of explaining why he has in- 
troduced a young woman who may, in truth, as he says, be called 
a ‘castaway’} and in relation to this episode he remarks that it is the 
object of the novelist’s art to entertain the young people of both 
sexes. Writers of the French school would, of course, protest in- 
dignantly against such a formula as this, which is the only one of 
the kind that I remember to have encountered in Trollope’s 
pages. It is meagre, assuredly, but Trollope’s practice was really 
much larger than so poor a theory. And indeed any theory was 
good which enabled him to produce the works which he 
put forth between 1856 and 1869, or later. In spite of his want of 
doctrinal richness I think he tells us, on the whole, more about 
life than the ‘naturalists’ in our sister republic. I say this with a 
full consciousness of the opportunities an artist loses in leaving so 
many corners unvisited, so many topics untouched, simply because 
I think his perception of character was naturally more just and 
liberal than that of the naturalists. This has been from the begin- 
ning the good fortune of our English providers of fiction, as com- 
pared with the French. They are inferior in audacity, in neatness, 
in acuteness, in intellectual vivacity, in the arrangement of material, 
in the art of characterizing visible things. But they have been more 
at home in the moral world} as people say to-day they know their 
way about the conscience. This is the value of much of the work 
done by the feminine wing of the school — ^work which presents 
itself to French taste as deplorably thin and insipid. Much of it is 
exquisitely human, and that after all is a merit. As regards Trol- 
lope, one may perhaps characterize him best, in opposition to what 
I have ventured to call the sedentary school, by saying that he was 
a novelist who hxmted the fox. Hunting was for years his most 
valued recreation, and I remember that when I made in his com- 
pany the voyage of which I have spoken, he had timed his return 
from the Antipodes exactly so as to be able to avail himself of the 
first day on which it should be possible to ride to hounds. 
He ‘worked’ the hunting-field largely} it constantly reappears in 
his novels} it was excellent material. 

But it would be hard to say (within the circle in which he re- 
volved) what material he neglected. I have allowed myself to be 
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detained so long by general considerations that I have almost for- 
feited the opportunity to give examples. I have spoken of The 
Warden not only because it made his reputation, but because, taken 
in conjunction with Bar Chester Towers, it is thought by many 
people to be his highest flight. Bar Chester Towers is admirable 5 it 
has an almost Thackerayan richness. Archdeacon Grantley grows 
more and more into life, and Mr. Harding is as charming as ever. 
Mrs. Proudie is ushered into a world in which she was to make so 
great an impression. Mrs. Proudie has become classical} of all 
Trollope’s characters she is the most often referred to. She is ex- 
ceedingly true} but I do not think she is quite so good as her fame, 
and as several figures from the same hand that have not won so 
much honour. She is rather too violent, too vixenish, too sour. The 
truly awful female bully — the completely fatal episcopal spouse — 
would have, I think, a more insidious form, a greater amount of 
superficial padding. The Stanhope family, in Barchester Towers, 
are a real trouvaille, and the idea of transporting the Signora 
Vesey-Neroni into a cathedral-town was an inspiration. There 
could not be a better example of Trollope’s manner of attaching 
himself to character than the whole picture of Bertie Stanhope. 
Bertie is a delightful creation} and the scene in which, at the party 
given by Mrs. Proudie, he puts this majestic woman to rout is one 
of the most amusing in all the chronicles of Barset. It is perhaps 
permitted to wish, by the way, that this triumph had been effected 
by means intellectual rather than physical} though, indeed, if 
Bertie had not despoiled her of her drapery we should have lost the 
lady’s admirable ‘Unhand it, sir!’ Mr. Arabin is charming, and the 
henpecked bishop has painful truth} but Mr. Slope, I think, is a 
little too arrant a scamp. He is rather too much the old game} he 
goes too coarsely to work, and his clamminess and cant are some- 
what overdone. He is an interesting illustration, however, of the 
author’s dislike (at that period at least) of the bareness of evan- 
gelical piety. In one respect Barchester Towers is (to the best of 
our recollection) unique, being the only one of Trollope’s novels 
in which the interest does not centre more or less upon a simple 
maiden in her flower. The novel offers us nothing in the way of a 
girl} though we know that this attractive object was to lose nothing 
by waiting. Eleanor Bold is a charming and natural person, but 
Eleanor Bold is not in her flower. After this, however, Trollope 
settled down steadily to the English girl} he took possession of her. 
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and turned her inside out. He never made her a subject of heart- 
less satire, as cynical fabulists of other lands have been known to 
make the shining daughters of those climes 5 he bestowed upon her 
the most serious, the most patient, the most tender, the most 
copious consideration. He is evidently always more or less in love 
with her, and it is a wonder how under these circumstances he 
should make her so objective, plant her so well on her feet. But, 
as I have said, if he was a lover, he was a paternal lover; as com- 
petent as a father who has had fifty daughters. He has presented 
the British maiden under innumerable names, in every station and 
in every emergency in life, and with every combination of moral 
and physical qualities. She is always definite and natural. She plays 
her part most properly. She has always health in her cheek and 
gratitude in her eye. She has not a touch of the morbid, and is de- 
lightfully tender, modest and fresh. Trollope’s heroines have a 
strong family likeness, but it is a wonder how finely he discrim- 
inates between them. One feels, as one reads him, like a man 
with ‘sets’ of female cousins. Such a person is inclined at first to 
lump each group together; but presently he finds that even in the 
groups there are subtle differences. Trollope’s girls, for that mat- 
ter, would make delightful cousins. He has scarcely drawn, that 
we can remember, a disagreeable damsel. Lady Alexandrina de 
Courcy is disagreeable, and so is Amelia Roper, and so are various 
provincial (and indeed metropolitan) spinsters, who set their caps 
at young clergymen and government clerks. Griselda Grantley 
was a stick; and considering that she was intended to be attractive, 
Alice Vavasor does not commend herself particularly to our affec- 
tions. But the young women I have mentioned had ceased to be- 
long to the blooming season; they had entered the bristling, or 
else the limp, period. Not that Trollope’s more mature spinsters 
invariably fall into these extremes. Miss Thorne of Ullathorne, 
Miss Dunstable, Miss Mackenzie, Rachel Ray (if she may be 
called mature). Miss Baker and Miss Todd, in The Bertrams, 
Lady Julia Guest, who comforts poor John Eames: these and 
many other amiable figures rise up to contradict the idea. A gentle- 
man who had sojourned in many lands was once asked by a lady 
(neither of these persons was English), in what country he had 
found the women most to his taste. ‘Well, in England,’ he replied. 
‘In England?’ the lady repeated. ‘Oh yes,’ said her interlocutor; 
‘they are so affectionate!’ The remark was fatuous, but it has the 
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merit of describing Trollope’s heroines. They are so affectionate. 
Mary Thorne, Lucy Robarts, Adela Gauntlet, Lily Dale, Nora 
Rowley, Grace Crawley, have a kind of clinging tenderness, a 
passive sweetness, which is quite in the old English tradition. 
Trollope’s genius is not the genius of Shakespeare, but his heroines 
have something of the fragrance of Imogen and Desdemona. 
There are two little stories to which, I believe, his name has never 
been afhxed, but which he is known to have written, that contain 
an extraordinarily touching representation of the passion of love in 
its most sensitive form. In Linia Tressel and Nim Bdatka the 
vehicle is plodding prose, but the effect is none the less poignant. 
And in regard to this I may say that in a hundred places in Trol- 
lope the extremity of pathos is reached by the homeliest means. 
He often achieved a conspicuous intensity of the tragical. The long, 
slow process of the conjugal wreck of Louis Trevelyan and his 
wife (in He Knew He Was Right), with that rather lumbering 
movement which is often characteristic of Trollope, arrives at last 
at an impressive completeness of misery. It is the history of an 
accidental rupture between two stiff-necked and ungracious people 
— ‘the little rift within the lute’ — ^which widens at last into a gulf 
of anguish. Touch is added to touch, one small, stupid, fatal aggra- 
vation to another; and as we gaze into the widening breach we 
wonder at the vulgar materials of which tragedy sometimes com- 
poses itself. I have always remembered the chapter called ‘Casa- 
lunga,’ toward the close of He Knew He Was Right, as a pow- 
erfiJ. picture of the insanity of stiff-neckedness. Louis Trevelyan, 
separated from his wife, alone, haggard, suspicious, unshaven, un- 
dressed, living in a desolate villa on a hill-top near Siena and re- 
turning doggedly to his fancied wrong, which he has nursed until 
it becomes an hallucination, is a picture worthy of Balzac. Here 
and in several other places Trollope has dared to be thoroughly 
logical; he has not sacrificed to conventional optimism; he has not 
been afraid of a misery which should be too much like life. He has 
had the same courage in the history of the wretched Mr. Crawley 
and in that of the much-to-be-pitied Lady Mason. In this latter 
episode he found an admirable subject. A quiet, charming, tender- 
souled English gentlewoman who (as I remember the story of 
Orley Farm) forges a codicil to a will in order to benefit her son, 
a young prig who doesn’t appreciate immoral heroism, and who is 
suspected, accused, tried, and saved from conviction only by some 
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turn of fortune that I forget j who is furthermore an object of 
high-bredj respectful, old-fashioned gallantry on the part of a 
neighbouring baronet, so that she sees herself dishonoured in his 
eyes as well as condemned in those of her boy: such a personage 
and such a situation would be sure to yield, under Trollope’s 
handling, the last drop of their reality. 

There are many more things to say about him than I am able 
to add to these very general observations, the limit of which I 
have already passed. It would be natural, for instance, for a critic 
who affirms that his principal merit is the portrayal of individual 
character, to enumerate several of the figures that he has produced. 
I have not done this, and I must ask the reader who is not ac- 
quainted with Trollope to take my assertion on trusty the reader 
who knows him will easily make a list for himself. No account of 
him is complete in which allusion is not made to his practice of 
carrying certain actors from one story to another — a practice which 
he may be said to have inherited from Thackeray, as Thackeray 
may be said to have borrowed it from Balzac. It is a great mistake, 
however, to speak of it as an artifice which would not naturally 
occur to a writer proposing to himself to make a general portrait 
of a society. He has to construct that society, and it adds to the 
illusion in any given case that certain other cases correspond with 
it. Trollope constructed a great many things — a clergy, an aris- 
tocracy, a middle-class, an administrative class, a little replica of 
the political world. His political novels are distinctly dull, and I 
confess I have not been able to read them. He evidently took a 
good deal of pains with his aristocracy 3 it makes its first appearance, 
if I remember right, in Doctor Thorne^ In the person of the Lady 
Arabella de Courcy. It is difficult for us in America to measure the 
success of that picture, which is probably, however, not absolutely 
to the life. There Is in Doctor Thorne and some other works a cer- 
tain crudity of reference to distinctions of rank — as if people’s con- 
sciousness of this matter were, on either side, rather inflated. It 
suggests a general state of tension. It is true that, if Trollope’s 
consciousness had been more flaccid he would perhaps not have 
given us Lady Lufton and Lady Glencora Palliser. Both of these 
noble persons are as living as possible, though I see Lady Lufton, 
with her terror of Lucy Robarts, the best. There is a touch of 
poetry in the figure of Lady Glencora, but I think there is a weak 
spot in her history. The actual woman would have made a fool of 
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herself to the end with Burgo Fitzgerald 3 she would not have dis- 
covered the merits of Plantagenet Palliser — or if she had, she 
would not have cared about them. It is an illustration of the busi- 
ness-like way in which Trollope laid out his work that he always 
provided a sort of underplot to alternate with his main story — a 
strain of narrative of which the scene is usually laid in a humbler 
walk of life. It is to his underplot that he generally relegates his 
vulgar people, his disagreeable young womens and I have often 
admired the perseverance with which he recounts these less edify- 
ing items. Now and then, it may be said, as in Rdfh the Heir^ the 
story appears to be all underplot and all vulgar people. These, 
however, are details. As I have already intimated, it is difficult to 
specify in Trollope’s work, on account of the immense quantity of 
itj and there is sadness in the thought that this enormous mass 
does not present itself in a very portable form to posterity, 

Trollope did not write for posterity 3 he wrote for the day, the 
moment 3 but these are just the writers whom posterity is apt to 
put into its pocket. So much of the life of his time is reflected in 
his novels that we must believe a part of the record will be saved 3 
and the best parts of them are so sound and true and genial, that 
readers with an eye to that sort of entertainment will always be 
sure, in a certain proportion, to turn to them. Trollope will re- 
main one of the most trustworthy, though not one of the most 
eloquent, of the writers who have helped the heart of man to 
know itself. The heart of man does not always desire this knowl- 
edge 3 it prefers sometimes to look at history in another way — to 
look at the manifestations without troubling about the motives. 
There are two kinds of taste in the appreciation of imaginative 
literature: the taste for emotions of surprise and the taste for emo- 
tions of recognition. It is the latter that Trollope gratifies, and he 
gratifies it the more that the medium of his own mind, through 
which we see what he shows us, gives a confident direction to our 
sympathy. His natural rightness and purity are so real that the 
good things he projects must be real. A race is fortunate when it 
has a good deal of the sort of imagination — of imaginative feeling 
— ^that had fallen to the share of Anthony Trollope 3 and in this 
possession our English race is not poor. 
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The first artists, in any line, are doubtless not those whose gen- 
eral ideas about their art are most often on their lips — ^those who 
most abound in precept, apology, and formula and can best tell 
us the reasons and the philosophy of things. We know the first 
usually by their energetic practice, the constancy with which they 
apply their principles, and the serenity with which they leave us to 
hunt for their secret in the illustration, the concrete example. None 
the less it often happens that a valid artist utters his mystery, 
flashes upon us for a moment the light by which he works, shows 
us_the rule by which he holds it just that he should be measured. 
This accident is happiest, I think, when it is soonest over; the 
shortest explanations of the products of genius are the best, and 
there is many a creator of living figures whose friends, however 
full of faith in his inspiration, will do well to pray for him when he 
sallies forth into the dim wilderness of theory. The doctrine is apt 
to be so much less inspired than the work, the work is often so 
much more intelligent than the doctrine. M. Guy de Maupassant 
has lately traversed with a firm and rapid step a literary crisis of 
this kind; he has clambered safely up the bank at the further end 
of the morass. If he has relieved himself in the preface to Pierre et 
Jem, the last-published of his tales, he has also rendered a service 
to his friends; he has not only come home in a recognizable plight, 
escaping gross disaster with a success which even his extreme good 
sense was far from making in advance a matter of course, but he 
has expressed in intelligible terms (that by itself is a ground of 
felicitation) his most general idea, his own sense of his direction. 
He has arranged, as it were, the light in which he wishes to sit. 

* From Pariid Portraits by Henry James, Macmillan and Co., London and 
New York, 1888. 
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If it is a question of attempting, under however many disadvan- 
tages, a sketch of him, the critic’s business therefore is simplified: 
there will be no difficulty in placing him, for he himself has chosen 
the spot, he has made the chalk-mark on the floor. 

I ma y as^Avell say at.onc^that„in dissertation. M. de Maupas sant l 
does not write with his best penj the philosopher in his c ompo si-^ 
tiqn i s perce ptibly inferior to the story -teller . I would rather have ' 
written half a page of Boutfde Suif than the whole of the intro- 
duction to Flaubert’s Letters to Madame Sand; and his little dis- 
quisition on the novel in general, attached to that particular ex- 
ample of it which he has just put forth,’ is considerably less to the 
point than the masterpiece which it ushers in. In short, as ,a com- 
mentator M. de Maupassant is slightly co mmon, while as _an artist 
he i s wonderful ly rarq . Of course we must, in judging a writer, 
take one thing with another, and if I could make up my mind that 
M. de Maupassant is weak in theory, it would almost make me like 
him better, render him more approachable, give him the touch of 
softness that he lacks, and show us a human flaw. The most gen- 
eral quality of the author of La Maison TelUer and Bel-Ami^ the 
impression that remains last, after the others have been accounted 
for, is an essential hardness — ^hardness of form, hardness of nature; 
and it would put us more at ease to find that if the fact with him 
(the fact of execution) is so extraordinarily definite and adequate, 
his explanations, after it, were a little vague and sentimental. But 
I am not sure that he must even be held foolish to have noticed the 
race of critics: he is at any rate so much less foolish than several of 
that fraternity. He has said his say concisely and as if he were say- 
ing it once for all. In fine, his readers must be grateful to him for 
such a passage as that in which he remarks that whereas the public 
at large very legitimately says to a writer, ‘Console me, amuse me, 
terrify me, make me cry, make me dream, or make me think,’ what 
the sincere critic says is, ‘Make me something fine in the form that 
shall suit you best, according to your temperament.’ This seems to 
me to put into a nutshell the whole question of the difFerent classes 
of fiction, concerning which there has recently been so much dis- 
course. There are simply as many different kinds as there are per- 
sons practising the art, for if a picture, a tale, or a novel be a direct 
impression of life (and that surely constitutes its interest and 

^Pierre et Jean, Paris. Ollendorff, 1888. 
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value), the impression will vary according to the plate that takes 
it, the particular structure and mixture of the recipient. 

I am not sure that I know what M. de Maupassant means when 
he says, ‘The critic shall appreciate the result only according to the 
nature of the effort j he has no right to concern himself with tend- 
encies.’ The second clause of that observation strikes me as rather 
in the air, thanks to the vagueness of the last word. But our author 
adds to the definiteness of his contention when he goes on to say 
that a ny f orm of the noyel^is jimply a . vision of the wor ld f rom 
the standpoint of a person constituted after a certain fashion, and 
that it is therefore absurd to say that there is, for the novelist’s 
use, only one reality of things. This seems to rne commendable, 
not as a flight of metaphysics, hovering over bottomless gulfs of 
controversy, but, on the contrary, as a just indication of the vanity 
of certain dogmatisms. The particular way we see the world is our 
particular illusion about it, says M. de Maupassant, and this il- 
lusion fits itself to our organs and senses} our receptive vessel be- 
comes the furniture of our little plot of the universal consciousness. 

‘How childish, moreover, to believe in reality, since we each 
carry our own in our thought and in our organs. Our eyes, our 
ears, our sense of smell, of taste, differing from one person to 
another, create as many truths as there are men upon earth. And 
our minds, taking instruction from these organs, so diversely im- 
pressed, understand, analyse, judge, as if each of us belonged to a 
different race. Each one of us, therefore, forms for himself an il- 
lusion of the world, which is the illusion poetic, or sentimental, or 
joyous, or melancholy, or unclean, or dismal, according to his na- 
ture. And the writer has no other mission than to reproduce faith- 
fully this illusion, with all the contrivances of art that he has 
learned and has at his command. The illusion of beauty, which is 
a human convention! The illusion of ugliness, which is a changing 
opinion! The illusion of truth, which is never immutable! The il- 
lusion of the ignoble, which attracts so many! The great artists are 
those who make humanity accept their particular illusion. Let us, 
therefore, not get angry with any one theory, since every theory 
is the generalised expression of a temperament asking itself 
questions.’ 

What is interesting in this is not that M. de Maupassant hap- 
pens to hold that we have no universal measure of the truth, but 
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that it is the last word on a question of art from a writer who is 
rich in experience and has had success in a very rare degree. It is of 
secondary importance that our impression should be called, or not 
called, an illusion 5 what is excellent is that our author has stated 
more neatly than we have lately seen it done that the value of the 
artist resides in the clearness with which he gives forth that im- 
pression. His particular organism constitutes a case^ and the critic 
is intelligent in proportion as he apprehends and enters into that 
case. To quarrel with it because it is not another, which it could not 
possibly have been without a wholly different outfit, appears to M. 
de Maupassant a deplorable waste of time. If this appeal to our 
disinterestedness may strike some readers as chilling (through 
their inability to conceive of any other form than the one they like 
— a limitation excellent for a reader but poor for a judge), the 
occasion happens to be none of the best for saying so, for M. de 
Maupassant himself precisely presents all the symptoms of a ‘case’ 
in the most striking way, and shows us how far the consideration of 
them may take us. Embracing such an opportunity as this, and 
giving ourselves to it freely, seems to me indeed to be a course 
more fruitful in valid conclusions, as well as in entertainment by 
the way, than the more common method of establishing one’s own 
premises. To make clear to ourselves those of the author of Pierre 
et Jean — ^those to which he is committed by the very nature of his 
mind — ^is an attempt that will both stimulate and repay curiosity. 
There is no way of looking at his work less dry, less academic, for 
as we proceed from one of his peculiarities to another, the whole 
horizon widens, yet without our leaving firm ground, and we see 
ourselves landed, step by step, in the most general questions — 
those explanations of things which reside in the race, in the society. 
Of course there are cases and cases, and it is the salient ones that 
the disinterested critic is delighted to meet. 

What makes M. de Maupassant salient is two facts: the first of 
which is that his gifts are remarkably strong and definite, and the 
second that he writes directly jrom them, as it were: holds the 
fullest, the most uninterrupted — I scarcely know what to call it — 
the boldest communication with them. A case is poor when the 
cluster of the artist’s sensibilities is small, or they themselves are 
wanting in keenness, or else when the personage fails to admit 
them — either through ignorance, or difiidence, or stupidity, or the 
error of a false ideal — ^to what may be called a legitimate share in 
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his attempt. It is, I think, among English and American writers 
that this latter accident is most liable to occur j more than the 
French we are apt to be misled by some convention or other as to 
the sort of feeler we ought to put forth, forgetting that the best 
one will be the one that nature happens to have given us. We have 
doubtless often enough the courage of our opinions (when it be- 
falls that we have opinions), but we have not so constantly that 
of our perceptions. There is a whole side of our perceptive appa- 
ratus that we in fact neglect, and there are probably many among 
us who would erect this tendency into a duty. M. de Maupassant 
neglects nothing that he possesses} he cultivates his garden with 
admirable energy} and if there is a flower you miss from the rich 
parterre, you may be sure that it could not possibly have been 
raised, his mind not containing the soil for it. He is plainly of the 
opinion that the first duty of the artist, and the thing that makes 
him most useful to his fellow-men, is to master his instrument, 
whatever it may happen to be. 

His own is that of the senses, and it is through them alone, or 
almost alone, that life appeals to him} it is almost alone by their 
help that he describes it, that he produces brilliant works. They 
render him this great assistance because they are evidently, in his 
constitution, extraordinarily alive} there is scarcely a page in all 
his twenty volumes that does not testify to their vivacity. Nothing 
could be further from his thought than to disavow them and to 
minimize their importance. He accepts them frankly, gratefully, 
works them, rejoices in them. If he were told that there are many 
English writers who would be sorry to go with him in this, he 
would, I imagine, staring, say that that is about what was to have 
been expected of the Anglo-Saxon race, or even that many of them 
probably could not go with him if they would. Then he would ask 
how our authors can be so foolish as to sacrifice such a moyen^ how 
they can afford to, and exclaim, ‘They must be pretty works, those 
they produce, and give a fine, true, complete account of life, with 
such omissions, such lacunae!’ M. de Maupassant’s productions 
teach us, for instance, that his sense of smell is exceptionally acute 
— as acute as that of those animals of the field and forest whose 
subsistence and security depend upon it. It might be thought that 
he would, as a student of the human race, have found an abnormal 
development of this faculty embarrassing, scarcely knowing what 
to do with it, where to place it. But such an apprehension betrays 
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an imperfect conception of his directness and resolution, as well as 
of his constant economy of means. Nothing whatever prevents him 
from representing the relations of men and women as largely 
governed by the scent of the parties. Human life in his pages 
(would this not be the most general description he would give of 
it?) appears for the most part as a sort of concert of odours, and 
his people are perpetually engaged, or he is engaged on their be- 
half^ in sniffing up and distinguishing them, in some pleasant or 
painful exercise of the nostril. ^If everything in life speaks to the 
nostril, why on earth shouldn't we say so?^ I suppose him to in- 
quire j ^and what a proof of the empire of poor conventions and 
hypocrisies, che% vous mtresy that you should pretend to describe 
and characterize, and yet take no note (or so little that it comes to 
the same thing) of that essential signP 

Not less powerful is his visual sense, the quick, direct discrimina- 
tion of his eye, which explains the singularly vivid concision of his 
descriptions. These are never prolonged nor analytic, have nothing 
of enumeration, of the quality of the observer, who counts the 
-items to be sure he has made up the sum. His eye selects unerr- 
ingly, unscrupulously, almost impudently — catches the particular 
thing in which the character of the object or the scene resides, and, 
by expressing it with the artful brevity of a master, leaves a con- 
vincing, original picture. If he is inveterately synthetic, he is never 
more so than in the way he brings this hard, short, intelligent gaze 
to bear. His vision of the world is for the most part a vision of 
ugliness, and even when it is not, there is in his easy power to gen- 
eralize a certain absence of love, a sort of bird^s-eye-view con- 
tempt. He has none of the superstitions of observation, none of 
our English indulgences, our tender and often imaginative super- 
ficialities. If he glances into a railway carriage bearing its freight 
into the Parisian suburbs of a summer Sunday, a dozen dreary lives 
map themselves out in a flash. 

^There were stout ladies in farcical clothes, those middle-class 
goodwives of the bmUeue who replace the distinction they don’t 
possess by an irrelevant dignity 5 gentlemen weary of the office, 
with sallow faces and twisted bodies, and one of their shoulders a 
little forced up by perpetual bending at work over a table. Their 
anxious, joyless faces spoke moreover of domestic worries, inces- 
sant needs for money, old hopes finally shattered 5 for they all 
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belonged to the army of poor threadbare devils who vegetate 
frugally in a mean little plaster house, with a flower-bed for a 
garden.’ 

Even in a brighter picture, such as the admirable vignette of the 
drive of Madame Tellier and her companions, the whole thing is 
an impression, as painters say nowadays, in which the figures are 
cheap. The six women at the station clamber into a country cart 
and go jolting through the Norman landscape to the village. 

‘But presently the jerky trot of the nag shook the vehicle so 
terribly that the chairs began to dance, tossing up the travellers to 
right, to left, with movements like puppets, scared grimaces, cries 
of dismay suddenly interrupted by a more violent bump. They 
clutched the sides of the trap, their bonnets turned over on to 
their backs, or upon the nose or the shoulder j and the white horse 
continued to go, thrusting out his head and straightening the little 
tail, hairless like that of a rat, with which from time to time he 
whisked his buttocks. Joseph l^vet, with one foot stretched upon 
the shaft, the other leg bent under him, and his elbows very high, 
held the reins and emitted from his throat every moment a kind of 
cluck which caused the animal to prick up his ears and quicken his 
pace. On either side of the road the green country stretched away. 
The colza, in flower, produced in spots a great carpet of undu- 
lating yellow, from which there rose a strong, wholesome smell, 
a smell penetrating and pleasant, carried very far by the breeze. 
In the tall rye the cornflowers held up their little azure heads, 
which the women wished to pluck} but M. Rivet refused to stop. 
Then, in some place, a whole field looked as if it were sprinkled 
with blood, it was so crowded with poppies. And in the midst of 
the great level, taking colour in this fashion from the flowers of 
the soil, the trap passed on with the jog of the white horse, seem- 
ing itself to carry a nosegay of richer hues} it disappeared behind 
the big trees of a farm, to come out again where the foliage 
stopped and parade afresh through the green and yellow crops, 
pricked with red or blue, its blazing cartload of women, which re- 
ceded in the sunshine.’ 

As regards the other sense, the sense fo-r excellence, the sense 
which we scarcely mention in English fiction, and which I am not 
very sure I shall be allowed to mention in an English periodical. 
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M, de Maupassant speaks for that, and of it, with extraordinary 
distinctness and authority. To say that it occupies the first place in 
his picture is to say too little; it covers in truth the whole canvas, 
and his work is little else but a report of its innumerable mani- 
festations. These manifestations are not, for him, so many inci- 
dents of life; they are life itself, they represent the standing 
answer to any question that we may ask about it. He describes 
them in detail, with a familiarity and a frankness which leave 
nothing to be added; I should say with singular truth, if I did 
not consider that in regard to this article he may be taxed with a 
certain exaggeration. M. de Maupassant would doubtless affirm 
that where the empire of the sexual sense is concerned, no exag- 
geration is possible: nevertheless it may be said that whatever 
depths may be discovered by those who dig for them, the impres- 
sion of the human spectacle for him who takes it as it comes has 
less analogy with that of the monkeys^ cage than this admirable 
writer’s account of it. I speak of the human spectacle as we Anglo- 
Saxons see it — as we Anglo-Saxons pretend we see it, M. de Mau- 
passant would possibly say. 

At any rate, I have perhaps touched upon this peculiarity suf- 
ficiently to explain my remark that his point of view is almost 
solely that of the senses. If he is a very interesting case, this makes 
him also an embarrassing one, embarrassing and mystifying for 
the moralist. I may as well admit that no writer of the day strikes 
me as equally so. To find M. de Maupassant a lion in the path — 
that may seem to some people a singular proof of want of courage; 
but I think the obstacle will not be made light of by those who 
have really taken the measure of the animal. We are accustomed 
to think, we of the English faith, that a cynic is a living advertise- 
ment of his errors, especially in proportion as he is a thorough- 
going one; and M. de Maupassant’s cynicism, unrelieved as it is, 
will not be disposed of off-hand by a critic of a competent literary 
^ense. Such a critic is not slow to perceive, to his no small con- 
fusion, that though, judging from usual premises, the author of 
BeUAmi ought to be a warning, he somehow is not. His baseness, 
as it pervades him, ought to be written all over him; yet somehow 
there are there certain aspects — ^and those commanding, as the 
house-agents say — in which it is not in the least to be perceived. It 
is easy to exclaim that if he judges life only from the point of 
view of the senses, many are the noble and exquisite things that 
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he must leave out. What he leaves out has no claim to get itself 
considered till after we have done justice to what he takes in. It 
is this positive side of M. de Alaupassant that is most remarkable 
— ^the fact that his literary character is so complete and edifying. 
^Auteur a peu pres irreprochable dans un genre qui ne Pest pas/ 
as that excellent critic M. Jules Lemaitre says of him, he disturbs 
us by associating a conscience and a high standard with a temper 
long synonymousyin our eyes, with an absence of scruples. The 
situation would be simpler certainly if he were a bad writer 3 but 
none the less it is possible, I think, on the whole, to circumvent 
him, even without attempting to prove that after all he is one. 

The latter part of his introduction to Pierre et Jean is less felic- 
itous than the beginning, but we learn from it — and this is in- 
teresting — that he regards the analytic fashion of telling a story, 
which has lately begotten in his own country some such remark- 
able experiments (few votaries as it has attracted among our- 
selves), as very much less profitable than the simple epic man- 
ner which ^avoids with care all complicated explanations, all dis- 
sertations upon motives, and confines itself to making persons and 
events pass before our eyes.’ M. de Maupassant adds that in his 
view ^psychology should be hidden in a book, as it is hidden in 
reality under the facts of existence. The novel conceived in this 
manner gains interest, movement, colour, the bustle of life.’ When 
it is a question of an artistic process, we must always mistrust 
very sharp distinctions, for there is surely in every method a little 
of every other method. It is as difficult to describe an action with- 
out glancing at its motive, its moral history, as it is to describe a 
motive without glancing at its practical consequence. Our history 
and our fiction are what we do 3 but it surely is not more easy to 
determine where what we do begins than to determine where it 
ends — ^notoriously a hopeless task. Therefore it would take a very 
subtle sense to draw a hard and fast line on the borderland of ex- 
planation and illustration. If psychology be hidden in life, as, ac- 
cording to M. de Maupassant, it should be in a book, the question 
immediately comes up, Trom whom is it hidden?’ From some 
people, no doubt, but very much less from others 3 and all de- 
pends upon the observer, the nature of one’s observation, and 
one’s curiosity. For some people motives, reasons, relations, ex- 
planations, are a part of the very surface of the drama, with the 
footlights beating full upon them. For me an act, an incident, an 
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attitude, may be a sharp, detached, isolated thing, of which I 
give a full account in saying that in such and such a way it came 
off. For you it may be hung about with implications, with rela- 
tions, and conditions as necessary to help you to recognize it as the 
clothes of your friends are to help you know them in the street. 
You feel that they would seem strange to you without petticoats 
and trousers. 

M. de Maupassant would probably urge that the right thing 
is to know, or to guess, how events come to pass, but to say as 
little about it as possible. There are matters in regard to which he 
feels the importance of being explicit, but that is not one of them. 
The contention to which I allude strikes me as rather arbitrary, 
so difficult is it to put one^s finger upon the reason why, for in- 
stance, there should be so little mystery about what happened to 
Christiane Andermatt, in Mont-Oriol^ when she went to walk on 
the hills with Paul Bretigny, and so much, say, about the forces 
that formed her for that gentleman^s convenience, or those lying 
behind any other odd collapse that our author may have related. 
The rule misleads, and the best rule certainly is the tact of the 
individual writer, which will adapt itself to the material as the 
material comes to him. The cause we plead is ever pretty sure to 
be the cause of our idiosyncrasies, and if M. de Maupassant thinks 
meanly of ^explanations,^ it is, I suspect, that they come to him in 
no great affluence. His view of the conduct of man is so simple as 
scarcely to require them 5 and indeed so far as they are needed he 
isy virtually, explanatory. He deprecates reference to motives, but 
there is one, covering an immense ground in his horizon, as I have 
already hinted, to which he perpetually refers. If the sexual im- 
pulse be not a moral antecedent, it is none the less the wire that 
moves almost all M. de MaupassanPs puppets, and as he has not 
hidden it, I cannot see that he has eliminated analysis or made a 
sacrifice to discretion. His pages are studded with that particular 
analysis 3 he is constantly peeping behind the curtain, telling us 
what he discovers there. The truth is that the admirable system of 
simplification which makes his tales so rapid and so concise (espe- 
cially his shorter ones, for his novels in some degree, I think, 
suffer from it) strikes us as not in the least a conscious intellec- 
tual effort, a selective, comparative process. He tells us all he 
knows, all he suspects, and if these things take no account of the 
moral nature of man, it is because he has no window looking in 
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that direction, and not because artistic scruples have compelled 
him to close it up. The very compact mansion in which he dwells 
presents on that side a perfectly dead wall. 

This is why, if his axiom that you produce the effect of truth 
better by painting people from the outside than from the inside 
has a large utility, his example is convincing in a much higher 
degree. A writer is fortunate when his theory and his limitations 
so exactly correspond, when his curiosities may be appeased with 
such precision and promptitude. M. de Maupassant contends that 
the most that the analytic novelist can do is to put himself — ^his 
own peculiarities — ^into the costume of the figure analysed. This 
may be true, but if it applies to one manner of representing people 
who are not ourselves, it applies also to any other manner. It is 
the limitation, the difficulty of the novelist, to whatever clan or 
camp he may belong. M. de Maupassant is remarkably objective 
and impersonal, but he would go too far if he were to entertain 
the belief that he has kept himself out of his books. They speak 
of him eloquently, even if it only be to tell us how easy — ^how 
easy, given his talent of course — he has found this impersonality. 
Let us hasten to add that in the case of describing a character it is 
doubtless more difficult to convey the impression of something 
that is not one’s self (the constant effort, however delusive at bot- 
tom, of the novelist) than in the case of describing some object 
more immediately visible. The operation is more delicate, but that 
circumstance only increases the beauty of the problem. 

On the question of style our author has some excellent remarks} 
we may be grateful indeed for every one of them, save an odd re- 
flection about the way to ffiecome original’ if we happen not to be 
so. The recipe for this transformation, it would appear, is to sit 
down in front of a blazing fire, or a tree in a plain, or any object 
we encounter in the regular way of business, and remain there 
until the tree, or the fire, or the object,. whatever it be, become 
different for us from all other specimens of the same class. I doubt 
whether this system would always answer, for surely the resem- 
blance is what we wish to discover, quite as much as the difference, 
and the best way to preserve it is not to look for something op- 
posed to it. Is not this indication of the road to take to become, as 
a writer, original touched with the same fallacy as the recom- 
mendation about eschewing analysis? It is the only nmvete I have 
encountered in M. de Maupassant’s many volumes. The best 
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originality is the most unconscious, and the best way to describe a 
tree is the way in which it has struck us, ^Ah, but we don’t always 
know how it has struck us/ the answer to that may be, ^and it takes 
some time and ingenuity — much fasting and prayer — to find out.’ 
If we do not know, it probably has not struck us very much: so 
little indeed that our inquiry had better be relegated to that closed 
chamber of an artist’s meditations, that sacred back kitchen, which 
no a friori rule can light up. The best thing the artist’s adviser can 
do in such a case is to trust him and turn away, to let him fight 
the matter out with his conscience. And be this said with a full ap- 
preciation of the degree in which M. de Maupassant’s observations 
on the whole question of a writer’s style, at the point we have come 
to to-day, bear the stamp of intelligence and experience. His own 
style is of so excellent a tradition that the presumption is alto- 
gether in favour of what he may have to say. 

He feels oppressively, discouragingly, as many another of his 
countrymen must have felt — for the French have worked their 
language as no other people have done — ^the penalty of coming 
at the end of three centuries of literature, the difiiculty of deal- 
ing with an instrument of expression so worn by friction, of draw- 
ing new sounds from the old familiar pipe. When we read, so 
saturated with French writing as we are that our whole body gives 
us the impression of being a paste made of words, do we ever 
find a line, a thought, which is not familiar to us, and of which 
we have not had at least a confused presentiment?’ And he adds 
that the matter is simple enough for the writer who only seeks 
to amuse the public by means already known 3 he attempts little, 
and he produces ^with confidence, in the candour of his medioc- 
rity,’ works which answer no question and leave no trace. It is 
he who wants to do more than this that has less and less an easy 
time of it. Everything seems to him to have been done, every 
effect produced, every combination already made. If he be a man 
of genius, his trouble is lightened, for mysterious ways are re- 
vealed to him, and new combinations spring up for him even after 
novelty is dead. It is to the simple man of taste and talent, who 
has only a conscience and a will, that the situation may sometimes 
well appear desperate^ he judges himself as he goes, and he can 
only go step by step over ground where every step is already a 
footprint. 

If it be a miracle whenever there is a fresh tone, the miracle 
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has been wrought for M. de Maupassant. Or is he simply a man 
of genius to whom short cuts have been disclosed in the watches of 
the night? At any rate he has had faith— religion has come to his 
aid 5 I mean the religion of his mother tongue, which he has loved 
well enough to be patient for her sake. He has arrived at the peace 
which passeth understanding, at a kind of conservative piety. He 
has taken his stand on simplicity, on a studied sobriety, being 
persuaded that the deepest science lies in that direction rather than 
in the multiplication of new terms, and on this subject he delivers 
himself with superlative wisdom. 

'There is no need of the queer, complicated, numerous, and 
Chinese vocabulary which is imposed on us to-day under the name 
of artistic writing, to fix all the shades of thought 5 the right way 
is to distinguish with an extreme clearness all those modifications 
of the value of a word which come from the place it occupies. Let 
us have fewer nouns, verbs and adjectives of an almost impercep- 
tible sense, and more different phrases variously constructed, in- 
geniously cast, full of the science of sound and rhythm. Let us 
have an excellent general form rather than be collectors of rare 
terms.’ 

M. de Maupassant’s practice does not fall below his exhortation 
(though I must confess that in the foregoing passage he makes 
use of the detestable expression 'stylist,’ which I have not repro- 
duced). Nothing can exceed the masculine firmness, the quiet force 
of his own style, in which every phrase is a close sequence, every 
epithet a paying piece, and the ground is completely cleared of the 
vague, the ready-made and the second-best. Less than any one to- 
day does he beat the air; more than any one does he hit out from 
the shoulder. 


II 

He has produced a hundred short tales and only four regular 
novels; but If the tales deserve the first place in any candid appre- 
ciation of his talent it is not simply because they are so much the 
more numerous: they are also more characteristic; they represent 
him best in his originality, and their brevity, extreme in some 
cases, does not prevent them from being a collection of master- 
pieces. (They are very unequal, and I speak of the best.) The 
little story Is but scantily relished in England, where readers take 
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their fiction rather by the volume than by the page, and the novel- 
ist’s idea is apt to resemble one of those old-fashioned carriages 
which require a wide court to turn round. In America, where it is 
associated pre-eminently with Hawthorne’s name, with Edgar 
Poe’s, and with that of Mr. Bret Harte, the short tale has had a bet- 
ter fortune. France, however, has been the land of its great pros-4 
perity, and M. de Maupassant had from the first the advantage of i 
addressing a public accustomed to catch on, as the modern phrase * 
IS, quickly. In some respects, it may be said, he encountered pre- 
judices too friendly, for he found a tradition of indecency ready 
made to his hand. I say indecency with plainness, though my in- 
dication would perhaps please better with another word, for we 
suffer in English from a lack of roundabout names for the conte 
leste — ^that element for which the French, with their grivois^ their 
gaillardy their egnllardy their gmdnohy have so many convenient 
synonyms. It is an honoured tradition in France that the little 
story, m verse or in prose, should be liable to be more or less ob- 
scene (I can think only of that alternative epithet), though I 
hasten to add that among literary forms it does not monopolize 
the privilege. Our uncleanness is less producible — at any rate it is 
less produced. 

For the last ten years our author has brought forth with regu- 
larity these condensed compositions, of which, probably, to an Eng- 
lish reader, at a first glance, the most universal sign will be their 
licentiousness. They really partake of this quality, however, in a 
very differing degree, and a second glance shows that they may 
be divided into numerous groups. It is not fair, I think, even to 
say that what they have most in common is their being extremely 
lestes. What they have most in common is their being extremely 
strong, and after that their being extremely brutal. A story may 
be obscene without being brutal, and vice versay and M. de Mau- 
passant’s contempt for those interdictions which are supposed to 
be made in the interest of good morals is but an incident — a very 
large one indeed — of his general contempt. A pessimism so great 
that its alliance with the love of good work, or even with the cal- 
culation of the sort of work that pays best in a country of style, 
is, as I have intimated, the most puzzling of anomalies (for it 
would seem in the light of such sentiments that nothing is worth 
anything) j this cynical strain is the sign of such gems of narration 
as La Maison TelUery U His wire d^une fille de fermey UAney Le 
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Chieny Mademoiselle Fiji, Monsieur Parent, UHeritage, En 
Fcmille, Le Bafteme, Le Phe Amable. The author fixes a hard 
eye on some small spot of human life, usually some ugly, dreary, 
shabby, sordid one, takes up the particle, and squeezes it either till 
it grimaces or till it bleeds. Sometimes the grimace is very droll, 
sometimes the wound is very horrible; but in either case the whole 
thing is real, observed, noted, and represented, not an invention or 
a castle in the air. M. de Maupassant sees human life as a terribly 
ugly business relieved by the comical, but even the comedy is for 
the most part the comedy of misery, of avidity, of ignorance, help- 
lessness, and grossness. When his laugh is not for these things, it 
is for the little saletes (to use one of his own favourite words) of 
luxurious life, which are intended to be prettier, but which can 
scarcely be said to brighten the picture. I like Ea Bete d Maitre 
Belhomme, La Ftcelle, Le Petit Fut, Le Cas de Madame Luneau, 
Tribuneaux rustiques, and many others of this category much bet- 
ter than his anecdotes of the mutual confidences of his little 
marquises and baronnes. 

Not counting his novels for the moment, his tales may be di- 
vided into the three groups of those which deal with the Norman 
peasantry, those which deal with the fetit emfloye and small shop- 
keeper, usually in Paris, and the miscellaneous, in which the up- 
per walks of life are represented, and the fantastic, the whimsical, 
the weird, and even the supernatural, figure as well as the un- 
expurgated. These last things range from Le Horla (which is not 
a specimen of the author’s best vein — the only occasion on which he 
has the weakness of imitation is when he strikes us as emulating 
Edgar Poe) to Miss Harriet, and from Boule de Suif (a triumph) 
to that almost inconceivable little growl of Anglophobia, De~ 
couverte — ^inconceivable I mean in its irresponsibility and ill-nature 
on the part of a man of M. de Maupassant’s distinction; passing 
by such little perfections as Petit Soldat, UAbandorme, Le Collier 
(the list is too long for complete enumeration), and such gross 
imperfections (for it once in a while befalls our author to go woe- 
fully astray) as La Femme de Paul, Chah, Les Sosurs Rondoli. 
To these might almost be added as a special category the various 
forms in which M. de Maupassant relates adventures in railway 
carriages. Numerous, to his imagination, are the pretexts for en- 
livening fiction afforded by first, second, and third class compart- 
ments; the accidents (which have nothing to do with the conduct 
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of the train) that occur there constitute no inconsiderable part of 
our earthly transit. 

It is surely by his Norman peasant that his tales will livej he 
knows this worthy as if he had made him, understands him down 
to the ground, puts him on his feet with a few of the freest, most 
plastic touches. M. de Maupassant does not admire him, and he is 
such a master of the subject that it would ill become an outsider 
to suggest a revision of judgment. He is a part of the contemptible 
furniture of the world, but on the whole, it would appear, the 
most grotesque part of it. His caution, his canniness, his natural 
astuteness, his stinginess, his general grinding sordidness, are as 
unmistakable as that quaint and brutish dialect in which he ex- 
presses himself, and on which our author plays like a virtuoso. 
It would be impossible to demonstrate with a finer sense of the 
humour of the thing the fatuities and densities of his ignorance, 
the bewilderments of his opposed appetites, the overreachings of 
his caution. His existence has a gay side, but it is apt to be the 
barbarous gaiety commemorated in Farce Normmde^ an anecdote 
which, like many of M. de Maupassant^s anecdotes, it is easier to 
refer the reader to than to repeat. If it is most convenient to place 
ha Maison TelUer among the tales of the peasantry, there is no 
doubt that it stands at the head of the list. It is absolutely un- 
adapted to the perusal of ladies and young persons, but it shares 
this peculiarity with most of its fellows, so that to ignore it on 
that account would be to imply that we must forswear M. de 
Maupassant altogether, which is an incongruous and insupportable 
conclusion. Every good story is of course both a picture and an 
idea, and the more they are interfused the better the problem is 
solved. In ha Maison TelUer they fit each other to perfection 3 the 
capacity for sudden innocent delights latent in natures which have 
lost their innocence is vividly illustrated by the singular scenes to 
which our acquaintance with Madame and her staff (little as it 
may be a thing to boast of) successively introduces us. The 
breadth, the freedom, and brightness of all this give the measure 
of the author’s talent, and of that large, keen way of looking at 
life which sees the pathetic and the droll, the stuff of which the 
whole piece is made, in the queerest and humblest patterns. The 
tone of ha Maison TelUer and the few compositions which closely 
resemble it, expresses M. de Maupassant’s nearest approach to 
geniality. Even here, however, it is the geniality of the showman 



THE ART OF FICTION 


86 

exhilarated by the success with which he feels that he makes his 
mannikins (and especially his womankins) caper and squeak, and 
who after the performance tosses them into their box with the ir- 
reverence of a practised hand. If the pages of the author of Bel- 
Ami may be searched almost in vain for a manifestation of the 
sentiment of respect, it is naturally not by Mme* Tellier and her 
charges that we must look most to see it called forth 3 but they are 
among the things that please him most. 

Sometimes there is a sorrow, a misery, or even a little heroism, 
that he handles with a certain tenderness {JJne Vie is the capital 
example of this), without insisting on the poor, the ridiculous, or, 
as he is fond of saying, the bestial side of it. Such an attempt, ad- 
mirable in its sobriety and delicacy, is the sketch, in UAhandonnSy 
of the old lady and gentleman, Mme. de Cadour and M. 
d^Apreval, who, staying with the husband of the former at a little 
watering-place on the Normandy coast, take a long, hot walk on a 
summer’s day, on a straight, white road, into the interior, to catch 
a clandestine glimpse of a young farmer, their illegitimate son. 
He has been pensioned, he is ignorant of his origin, and is a com- 
monplace and unconciliatory rustic. They look at him, in his dirty 
farmyard, and no sign passes between them 5 then they turn away 
and crawl back, in melancholy silence, along the dull French road. 
The manner in which this dreary 4 ittle occurrence is related makes 
it as large as a chapter of history. There is tenderness in Miss 
Hmriety which sets forth how an English old maid, fantastic, 
hideous, sentimental, and tract-distributing, with a smell of india- 
rubber, fell in love with an irresistible French painter, and 
drowned herself in the well because she saw him kissing the maid- 
servant 3 but the figure of the lady grazes the farcical. Is it be- 
cause we know Miss Harriet (^we^are not mistaken in the type 
the author has had in hiTeye) that we suspect the good spinster 
was not so weird and desperate, addicted though her class may be, 
as he says, to ^haunting all the tables d^hote in Europe, to spoiling 
Italy, poisoning Switzerland, making the charming towns of the 
Mediterranean uninhabitable, carrying everywhere their queer 
little manias, their moeurs de vestales fetrijieeSy their indescribable 
garments, and that odour of india-rubber which makes one think 
that at night they must be slipped into a case?’ What would Miss 
Harriet have said to M. de Maupassant’s friend, the hero of the 
Decouvertey who, having married a little Anglalse because he 
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thought she was charming when she spoke broken French, finds 
she is very flat as she becomes more fluent, and has nothing more 
urgent than to denounce her to a gentleman he meets on the steam- 
boat, and to relieve his wrath in ejaculations of ^Sales Anglais\r’ 

M. de Maupassant evidently knows a great deal about the army 
of clerks who work under government, but it is a terrible tale that 
he has to tell of them and of the fetit bourgeois in general. It is 
true that he has treated the fetit bourgeois in 'Pierre et Jean with- 
out holding him up to our derision, and the effort has been so 
fruitful, that we owe to it the work for which, on the whole, in the 
long list of his successes, we are most thankful. But of Pierre et 
Jean^ a production neither comic nor cynical (in the degree, that 
is, of its predecessors), but serious and fresh, I will speak anon. 
In Monsieur Parent ^ U Heritage^ En Famille^ line Par tie de 
camfagney Promenadey and many other pitiless little pieces, the 
author opens the window wide to his perception of everything 
mean, narrow, and sordid. The subject is ever the struggle for 
existence in hard conditions, lighted up simply by more or less 
folissonnerie. Nothing is more striking to an Anglo-Saxon reader 
than the omission of all the other lights, those with which our 
imagination, and I think it ought to be said our observation, is 
familiar, and which our own works of fiction at any rate do not 
permit us to forget: those of whkh the most general description is 
that they spring from a certain mixture of good-humour and piety 
— ^piety, I mean, in the civil and domestic sense quite as much as 
in the religious. The love of sport, the sense of decorum, the neces- 
sity for action, the habit of respect, the absence of irony, the per- 
vasiveness of childhood, the expansive tendency of the race, are a 
few of the qualities (the analysis might, I think, be pushed much 
further) which ease us off, mitigate our tension and irritation, 
rescue us from the nervous exasperation which is almost the com- 
monest element of life as depicted by M. de Maupassant. No 
doubt there is in our literature an immense amount of conven- 
tional blinking, and it may be questioned whether pessimistic rep- 
resentation in M. de Maupassant^s manner does not follow Iiis 
particular original more closely than our perpetual quest of 
pleasantness (does not Mr. Rider Haggard make even his African 
carnage pleasant?) adheres to the lines of the world we ourselves 
know. 

Fierce indeed is the struggle for existence among even our pious 
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and good-humoured millions, and it is attended with incidents as 
to which after all little testimony is to be extracted from our litera- 
ture of fiction. It must never be forgotten that the optimism of 
that literature is partly the optimism of women and of spinsters; in 
other words the optimism of ignorance as well as of delicacy. It 
mig ht be supposed that the French, with their mastery of the arts 
d’agrement, would have more consolations than we, but such is not 
the account of the matter given by the new generation of painters. 
To the French we seem superficial, and we are certainly open to the 
reproach; but none the less even to the infinite majority of readers 
of good faith there will be a wonderful want of correspondence 
between the general picture of Bel-Ami, of M.ont-Oriol, of Une 
Vie, Yvette and En Famille, and our own vision of reality. It is 
an old impression of course that the satire of the French has a 
very different tone from ours; but few English readers will admit 
that the feeling of life is less in ours than in theirs. The feeling 
of life is evidently, de fart et d^autre, a very different thing. If 
in ours, as the novel illustrates it, there are superficialities, there 
are also qualities which are far from being negatives and omissions: 
a large imagination and (is it fatuous to say?) a large experience 
of the positive kind. Even those of our novelists whose manner is 
most ironic pity life more and hate it less than M. de Maupassant 
and his great initiator Flaubert. It comes back I suppose to our 
good-humour (which may apparently also be an artistic force); 
at any rate, we have reserves about our shames and our sorrows, 
indulgences and tolerances about our Philistinism, forbearances 
about our blows, and a general friendliness of conception about 
our possibilities, which take the cruelty from our self-derision and 
operate in the last resort as a sort of tribute to our freedom. There 
is a horrible, admirable scene in Monsieur Parent, which is a capi- 
tal example of triumphant ugliness. The harmless gentleman who 
gives his name to the tale has an abominable wife, one of whose 
offensive attributes is a lover (unsuspected by her husband), only 
less impudent than herself. M. Parent comes in from a walk with 
his little boy, at dinner-time, to encounter suddenly in his abused, 
dishonoured, deserted home, convincing proof of her misbe- 
haviour;. He waits and waits dinner for her, giving her the benefit 
of every doubt; but when at last she enters, late in the evening, 
accompanied by the partner of her guilt, there is a tremendous 
domestic concussion. It is to the peculiar vividness of this scene 
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that I allude, the way we hear it and see it, and its most repulsive 
details are evoked for us: the sordid confusion, the vulgar noise, 
the disordered table and ruined dinner, the shrill insolence of the 
wife, her brazen mendacity, the scared inferiority of the lover, 
the mere momentary heroics of the weak husband, the scuffle and 
somersault, the eminently unpoetic justice with which it all ends. 

When Thackeray relates how Arthur Pendennis goes home to 
take pot-luck with the insolvent Newcomes at Boulogne, and how 
the dreadful Mrs. Mackenzie receives him, and how she makes a 
scene, when the frugal repast is served, over the diminished 
mutton-bone, we feel that the notation of that order of misery 
goes about as far as we can bear it. But this is child’s play to the 
history of M. and Mme. Caravan and their attempt, after the 
death (or supposed death) of the husband’s mother, to transfer 
to their apartment before the arrival of the other heirs certain 
miserable little articles of furniture belonging to the deceased, to- 
gether with the frustration of the manoeuvre not only by the grim 
resurrection of the old woman (which is a sufficiently fantastic 
item), but by the shock of battle when a married daughter and 
her husband appear. No one gives us like M. de Maupassant the 
odious words exchanged on such an occasion as that: no one de- 
picts with so just a hand the feelings of small people about small 
things. These feelings are very apt to be ‘fury’} that word is of 
strikingly frequent occurrence in his pages. UHeritage is a drama 
of private life in the little world of the Ministere de la Marine — 
a world, according to M. de Maupassant, of dreadful little 
jealousies and ineptitudes. Readers of a robust complexion should 
learn how the wretched M. Lesable was handled by his wife and 
her father on his failing to satisfy their just expectations, and how 
he comported himself in the singular situation thus prepared for 
him. The story is a model of narration, but it leaves our poor 
average humanity dangling like a beaten rag. 

Where does M. de Maupassant find the great multitude of his 
detestable women? or where at least does he find the courage to 
represent them in such colours? Jeanne de Lamare, in Une Vie, re- 
ceives the outrages of fate with a passive fortitude} and there is 
something touching in Mme. Roland’s tendre de cmsiere, as 
exhibited in Pterre et dean. But for the most part M. de Maupas- 
sant’s heroines are a mixture of extreme sensuality and extreme 
mendacity. They are a large element in that general disfigurement. 
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that illusion de Vignohle, qui attire tant d^etresy which makes the 
perverse or the stupid side of things the one which strikes him 
first, which leads him, if he glances at a group of nurses and chil- 
dren sunning themselves in a Parisian square, to notice primarily 
the yeux de brute of the nurses j or if he speaks of the longing for 
a taste of the country which haunts the shopkeeper fenced in be- 
hind his counter, to identify it as the amour bete de la nature-, or 
if he has occasion to put the boulevards before us on a summer’s 
evening, to seek his effect in these terms: ‘The city, as hot as a 
stew, seemed to sweat in the suffocating night. The drains puffed 
their pestilential breath from their mouths of granite, and the 
underground kitchens poured into the streets, through their low 
windows, the infamous miasmas of their dishwater and old sauces.’ 
I do not contest the truth of such indications, I only note the par- 
ticular selection and their seeming to the writer the most afrofos. 
Is it because of the inadequacy of these indications when ap- 
plied to the long stretch that M. de Maupassant’s novels strike us 
as less complete, in proportion to the talent expended upon them, 
than his contes and nouvelles? I make this invidious distinction 
in spite of the fact that Une Vie (the first of the novels in the order 
of time) is a remarkably interesting experiment, and that Pierre et 
dean is, so far as my judgment goes, a faultless production. Bel- 
Ami is full of the bustle and the crudity of life (its energy and 
expressiveness almost bribe one to like it), but it has the great 
defect that the physiological explanation of things here too visibly 
contracts the problem in order to meet it. The world represented 
is too special, too little inevitable, too much to take or to leave as 
we like — z, world in which every man is a cad and every woman a 
harlot. M. de Maupassant traces the career of a finished black- 
guard who succeeds in life through women, and he represents him 
primarily as succeeding in the profession of journalism. His col- 
leagues and his mistresses are as depraved as himself, greatly to 
the injury of the ironic idea, for the real force of satire would have 
come from seeing him engaged and victorious with natures better 
than his own. It may be remarked that this was the case with the 
nature of Mme. Walter j but the reply to that is — ^hardly! More- 
over the'author’s whole treatment of the episode of Mme. Walter 
is the thing on which his admirers have least to congratulate him . 
The taste of it is so atrodous, that it is difficult to do justice to the 
way it is made to stand out. Such an instance as this pleads with 
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irresistible eloquence, as it seems to me, the cause of that salutary 
difEdence or practical generosity which I mentioned on a pre- 
ceding page. I know not the English or American novelist who 
could have written this portion of the history of Bel- Ami if he 
would. But I also find it impossible to conceive of a member of 
that fraternity who would have written it if he could. The sub- 
ject of Mont-Oriol is full of queerness to the English mind. Here 
again the picture has much more importance than the idea, which 
is simply that a gentleman, if he happen to be a low animal, is 
liable to love a lady very much less if she presents him with a 
pledge of their affection. It need scarcely be said that the lady and 
gentleman who in M. de Maupassant’s pages exemplify this in- 
teresting truth are not united in wedlock — ^that is with each other. 

M. de Maupassant tells us that he has imbibed many of his 
principles from Gustave Flaubert, from the study of his works as 
well as, formerly, the enjoyment of his words. It is In Une Vie 
that Flaubert’s influence is most directly traceable, for the thing 
has a marked analogy with UEducation sentimentale. That is, it 
is the presentation of a simple piece of a life (in this case a long 
piece), a series of observations upon an episode quelconque^ as the 
French say, with the minimum of arrangement of the given ob- 
jects. It is an excellent example of the way the impression of truth 
may be conveyed by that form, but it would have been a still bet- 
ter one if In his search for the effect of dreariness (the effect of 
dreariness may be said to be the subject of Une Vie, so far as the 
subject is reducible) the author had not eliminated excessively. He 
has arranged, as I say, as little as possible; the necessity of a ‘plot’ 
has In no degree imposed itself upon him, and his effort has been 
to give the uncomposed, unrounded look of life, with its accidents, 
its broken rhythm, its queer resemblance to the famous description 
of ‘Bradshaw’ — a compound of trains that start but don’t arrive, 
and trains that arrive but don’t start. It Is almost an arrangement 
of the history of poor Mme. de Lamare to have left so many 
things out of it, for after all she Is described in very few of the re- 
lations of life. The principal ones are there certainly; we see her 
as a daughter, a wife, and a mother, but there is a certain accumu- 
lation of secondary experience that marks any passage from youth 
to old age which is a wholly absent element In M. de Maupassant’s 
narrative, and the suppression of which gives the thing a tinge of 
the arbitrary. It is in the power of this secondary experience to 
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make a great difference, but nothing makes any difference for 
Jeanne de Lamare as M. de Maupassant puts her before us. Had 
she no other points of contact than those he describes? — no friends, 
no phases, no episodes, no chances, none of the miscellaneous 
remfUssage of life? No doubt M. de Maupassant would say that 
he has had to select, that the most comprehensive enumeration is 
only a condensation, and that, in accordance with the very just 
principles enunciated in that preface to which I have perhaps too 
repeatedly referred, he has sacrificed what is uncharacteristic to 
what is characteristic. It characterizes the career of this French 
country lady of fifty years ago that its long gray expanse should be 
seen as peopled with but five or six figures. The essence of the 
matter is that she was deceived in almost eveiy affection, and that 
essence is given if the persons who deceived her are given. 

The reply is doubtless adequate, and I have only intended my 
criticism to suggest the degree of my interest. What it really 
amounts to is that if the subject of this artistic experiment had 
been the existence of an English lady, even a very dull one, the 
air of verisimilitude would have demanded that she should have 
been placed in a denser medium. Une Vie may after all be only a 
testimony to the fact of the melancholy void, of the coast of Nor- 
mandy, even within a moderate drive of a great seaport, under the 
Restoration and Louis Philippe. It is especially to be recom- 
mended to those who are interested in the question of what con- 
stitutes a ^story,’ offering as it does the most definite sequences at 
the same time that it has nothing that corresponds to the usual 
idea of a plot, and closing with an implication that finds us pre- 
pared. The picture again in this case is much more dominant than 
the idea, unless it be an idea that loneliness and grief are terrible. 
The picture, at any rate, is full of truthful touches, and the work 
has the merit and the charm that it is the most delicate of the 
author’s productions and the least hard. In none other has he oc- 
cupied himself so continuously with so innocent a figure as his 
soft, bruised heroine j in none other has he paid our poor blind 
human history the compliment (and this is remarkable, consider- 
ing the flatness of so much of the particular subject) of finding it 
so little He may think it, here, but comparatively he does 
not say it. He almost betrays a sense of moral things. Jeanne is 
absolutely passive, she has no moral spring, no active moral life, 
none of the edifying attributes of character (it costs her ap- 
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parently as little as may be in the way of a shocks a complication 
of feeling, to discover, by letters, after her mother’s death, that 
this lady has not been the virtuous woman she has supposed) j but 
her chronicler has had to handle the immaterial forces of patience 
and renunciation, and this has given the book a certain purity, in 
spite of two or three ^physiological’ passages that come in with 
violence — a violence the greater as we feel it to be a result of selec- 
tion. It is very much a mark of M. de Maupassant that on the 
most striking occasion, with a single exception, on which his pic- 
ture is not a picture of libertinage it is a picture of unmitigated 
suffering. Would he suggest that these are the only alternatives? 

The exception that I here allude to is for Pierre et Jean^ which 
I have left myself small space to speak of. Is it because in this mas- 
terly little novel there is a show of those immaterial forces which 
I just mentioned, and because Pierre Roland is one of the few in- 
stances of operative character that can be recalled from so many 
volumes, that many readers will place M. de Maupassant’s latest 
production altogether at the head of his longer ones^ I am not 
sure, inasmuch as after all the character in question is not extraor- 
dinarily distinguished, and the moral problem not presented in 
much complexity. The case is only relative. Perhaps it is not of 
importance to fix the reasons of preference in respect to a piece of 
writing so essentially a work of art and of talent. Pierre et Jem is 
the best of M. de Maupassant’s novels mainly because M. de Mau- 
passant has never before been so clever. It is a pleasure to see a 
mature talent able to renew itself, strike another note, and ap- 
pear still young. This story suggests the growth of a perception 
that everything has not been said about the actors on the world’s 
stage when they are represented either as helpless victims or as 
mere bundles of appetites. There is an air of responsibility about 
Pierre Roland, the person on whose behalf the tale is mainly 
told, which almost constitutes a pledge. An inquisitive critic may 
ask why in this particular case M. de Maupassant should have 
stuck to the fetit bourgeois^ the circumstances not being such as to 
typify that class more than another. There are reasons indeed 
which on reflection are perceptible j it was necessary that his people 
should be poor, and necessary even that to attenuate Madame 
Roland’s misbehaviour she should have had the excuse of the 
contracted life of a shopwoman in the Rue Montmartre. Were 
the inquisitive critic slightly malicious as well, he might suspect 
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the author of a fear that he should seem to give way to the illusion 
du beau if in addition to representing the little group in Pierre et 
Jean as persons of about the normal conscience he had also rep- 
resented them as of the cultivated class. If they belong to the 
humble life this belittles and — I am still quoting the supposedly 
malicious critic — M. de Maupassant must, in one way or the other, 
belittle. To the English reader it will appear, I think, that Pierre 
and Jean are rather more of the cultivated class than two young 
Englishmen in the same social position. It belongs to the drama 
that the struggle of the elder brother — educated, proud, and acute 
— should be partly with the pettiness of his opportunities. The 
author’s choice of a milieu, moreover, will serve to English readers 
as an example of how much more democratic contemporary French 
fiction is than that of his own country. The greater part of it — 
almost all the work of Zola and of Daudet, the best of Flaubert’s 
novels, and the best of those of the brothers De Goncourt — treat 
of that vast, dim section of society which, lying between those 
luxurious walks on whose behalf there are easy presuppositions 
and that darkness of misery which, in addition to being picturesque, 
brings philanthropy also to the writer’s aid, constitutes really, in 
extent and expressiveness, the substance of any nation. In Eng- 
land, where the fashion of fiction still sets mainly to the country 
house and the hunting-field, and yet more novels are published 
than anywhere else in the world, that thick twilight of mediocrity 
of condition has been little explored. May it yield triumphs in the 
years to come! 

It may seem that I have claimed little for M. de Maupassant, 
so far as English readers are concerned with him, in saying that 
after publishing twenty improper volumes he has at last published 
a twenty-first, which is neither indecent nor cynical. It is not this 
circumstance that has led me to dedicate so many pages to him, 
but the circumstance that in producing all the others he yet re- 
mained, for those who are interested in these matters, a writer 
with whom it was impossible not to reckon. This is why I called 
him, to begin with, so many ineffectual names: a rarity, a ‘case,’ an 
embarrassment, a lion in the path. He is still in the path as I con- 
clude these observations, but I think that in making them we have 
discovered a legitimate way round. If he is a master of his art 
and it is discouraging to find what low views are compatible with 
mastery, there is satisfaction, on the other hand, in learning on 



GUY DE MAUPASSANT 


95 

what particular condition he holds his strange success. This condi- 
tion, it seems to me, is that of having totally omitted one of the 
items of the problem, an omission which has made the problem so 
much easier that it may almost be described as a short cut to a 
solution. The question is whether it be a fair cut. M. de Maupas- 
sant has simply skipped the whole reflective part of his men and 
women — that reflective part which governs conduct and produces 
character. He may say that he does not see it, does not know itj to 
which the answer is, ‘So much the better for you, if you wish to 
describe life without it. The strings you pull are by so much the 
less numerous, and you can therefore pull those that remain with 
greater promptitude, consequently with greater firmness, with a 
greater air of knowledge.’ Pierre Roland, I repeat, shows a capac- 
ity for reflection, but I cannot think who else does, among the 
thousand figures who compete with him — I mean for reflection 
addressed to anything higher than the gratification of an instinct. 
We have an impression that M. d’Apreval and Madame de 
Cadour reflect, as they trudge back from their mournful excursion, 
but that indication is not pushed very far. An aptitude for this 
exercise is a part of disciplined manhood, and disciplined man- 
hood M. de Maupassant has simply not attempted to represent. I 
can remember no instance in which he sketches any considerable 
capacity for conduct, and his women betray that capacity as little 
as his men. I am much mistaken if he has once painted a gentle- 
man, in the English sense of the term. His gentlemen, like Paul 
Bretigny and Gontran de Ravenel, are guilty of the most extraor- 
dinary deflections. For those who are conscious of this element in 
life, look for it and like it, the gap will appear to be immense. It 
will lead them to say, ‘No wonder you have a contempt if that is 
the way you limit the field. No wonder you judge people roughly 
if that is the way you see them. Your work, on your premisses, 
remains the admirable thing it is, but is your “case” not adequately 
explained?’ 

The erotic element in M. de Maupassant, about which much 
more might have been said, seems to me to be explained by the 
same limitation, and explicable in a similar way wherever else its 
literature occurs in excess. The carnal side of man appears the most 
characteristic if you look at it a great dealj and you look at it a 
great deal if you do not look at the other, at the side by which he 
reacts against his weaknesses, his defeats. The more you look at 
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the Other, the less the whole business to which French novelists 
have ever appeared to English readers to give a disproportionate 
place — the business, as I may say, of the senses — will strike you as 
the only typical one. Is not this the most useful reflection to make 
in regard to the famous question of the morality, the decency, of 
the novel? It is the only one, it seems to me, that will meet the 
case as we find the case to-day. Hard and fast rules, a friori re- 
strictions, mere interdictions (you shall not speak of this, you shall 
not look at that) have surely served their time, and will in the 
nature of the case never strike an energetic talent as anything but 
arbitrary. A healthy, living and growing art, full of curiosity and 
fond of exercise, has an indefeasible mistrust of rigid prohibitions. 
Let us then leave this magnificent art of the novelist to itself and 
to its perfect freedom, in the faith that one example is as good as 
another, and that our fiction wiU always be decent enough if it be 
sufficiently general. Let us not be alarmed at this prodigy (though 
prodigies are alarming) of M. de Maupassant, who is at once so 
licentious and so impeccable, but gird ourselves up with the con- 
viction that another point of view will yield another perfection. 



Ivan Turgenieff 


When the mortal remains of Ivan Turgenleff were about to be 
transported from Paris for interment in his own country, a short 
commemorative service was held at the Gare du Nord. Ernest 
Renan and Edmond About, standing beside the train in which his 
cofSn had been placed, bade farewell in the name of the French 
people to the illustrious stranger who for so many years had been 
their honoured and grateful guest. M. Renan made a beautiful 
speech, and M. About a very clever one, and each of them charac- 
terized, with ingenuity, the genius and the moral nature of the 
most touching of writers, the most lovable of men. ‘Turgenieff,’ 
said M. Renan, ‘received by the mysterious decree which marks 
out human vocations the gift which is noble beyond all others: he 
was born essentially impersonal.’ The passage is so eloquent that 
one must repeat the whole of it. 

‘His conscience was not that of an individual to whom nature had 
been more or less generous: it was in some sort the conscience of a 
people. Before he was born he had lived for thousands of years; 
infinite successions of reveries had amassed themselves in the 
depths of his heart. No man has been as much as he the incarnation 
of a whole race: generations of ancestors, lost in the sleep of cen- 
turies, speechless, came through him to life and utterance.’ 

I quote these lines for the pleasure of quoting them; for while 
I see what M. Renan means by calling Turgenieff impersonal, it 
has been my wish to devote to his delightful memory a few pages 
written under the impression of contact and intercourse. He seems 
to us impersonal, because it is from his writings almost alone that 
we of English, French and German speech have derived our no- 

* From 'ParUal Portraits by Henry James, Macmillan and Co., London and 
New York, 1888. The essay also appeared as the Preface to Memoirs of a Sforts- 
matty Novels and Stones of Ivan Turgimeffy vol. i, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New 
York. 
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tions— even yet, I fear, ratjier meagre and erroneous — of the 
Russian people. His genius for us is the Slav geniusj his voice the 
voice of those vaguely imagined multitudes whom we think of 
more and more to-day as waiting their turn, in the arena of civi- 
lization, in the grey expanses of the North. There is much in his 
writings to encourage this view, and it is certain that he inter- 
preted with wonderful vividness the temperament of his fellow- 
countrymen. Cosmopolite that he had become by the force of cir- 
cumstances, his roots had never been loosened in his native soil. 
The ignorance with regard to Russia and the Russians which he 
found in abundance in the rest of Europe — and not least in the 
country he inhabited for ten years before his death — had indeed 
the effect, to a certain degree, to throw him back upon the deep 
feelings which so many of his companions were unable to share 
with him, the memories of his early years, the sense of wide Rus- 
sian horizons, the joy and pride of his mother-tongue. In the col- 
lection of short pieces, so deeply interesting, written during the 
last few years of his life, and translated into German under the 
name of SemUa-y I find a passage — ^it is the last in the little book— 
which illustrates perfectly this reactionary impulse: 

‘In days of doubt, in days of anxious thought on the destiny of my 
native land, thou alone art my support and my staff, O great pow- 
erful Russian tongue, truthful and free I If it were not for thee 
how should man not despair at the sight of what is going .on at 
home.'' But it is inconceivable that such a language has not been 
given to a great people.’ 

This Muscovite, home-loving note pervades his productions, 
though it IS between the lines, as it were, that we must listen for it. 
None the less does it remain true that he was not a simple conduit 
or mouthpiece; the inspiration was his own as well as the voice. 
He was an individual, in other words, of the most unmistakable 
kind, and those who had the happiness to know him have no diffi- 
culty to-day in thinking of him as an eminent, responsible figure. 
This pleasure, for the writer of these lines, was as great as the 
pleasure of reading the admirable tales into which he put such a 
world of life and feeling: it was perhaps even greater, for it was 
not only with the pen that nature had given Turgenieff the power 
to express himself. He was the richest, the most delightful, of 
talkers, and his face, his person, his temper, the thoroughness with 
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which he had been equipped for human intercourse, make in the 
memory of his friends an image which is completed, but not 
thrown into the shade, by his literary distinction. The whole image 
is tinted with sadness: partly because the element of melancholy 
in his nature was deep and constant — readers of his novels have 
no need to be told of thatj and partly because, during the last 
years of his life, he had been condemned to suffer atrociously. In- 
tolerable pain had been his portion for too many months before 
he died 5 his end was not a soft decline, but a deepening distress. 
But of brightness, of the faculty of enjoyment, he had also the 
large allowance usually made to first-rate men, and he was a singu- 
larly complete human being. The author of these pages had 
greatly admired his writings before having the fortune to make 
his acquaintance, and this privilege, when it presented itself, was 
highly illuminating. The man and the writer together occupied 
from that moment a very high place in his affection. Some time 
before knowing him I committed to print certain reflections which 
his tales had led me to make 3 and I may perhaps, therefore, with- 
out impropriety give them a supplement which shall have a more 
vivifying reference. It is almost irresistible to attempt to say, from 
one^s own point of view, what manner of man he was. 

It was in consequence of the article I just mentioned that I 
found reason to meet him, In Paris, where he was then living, in 
1875. I shall never forget the Impression he made upon me at 
that first interview. I found him adorable 5 I could scarcely be- 
lieve that he would prove — that any man could prove — on nearer 
acquaintance so delightful as that. Nearer acquaintance only con- 
firmed my hope, and he remained the most approachable, the most 
practicable, the least unsafe man of genius it has been my fortune 
to meet. He was so simple, so natural, so modest, so destitute of 
personal pretension and of what Is called the consciousness of 
powers, that one almost doubted at moments whether he were a 
man of genius after all. Everything good and fruitful lay near 
to himj he was interested in everything j and he was absolutely 
without that eagerness of self-reference which sometimes accom- 
panies great, and even small, reputations. He had not a particle 
of vanity^ nothing whatever of the air of having a part to play or 
a reputation to keep up. His humour exercised itself as freely upon 
himself as upon other subjects, and he told stories at his own ex- 
pense with a sweetness of hilarity which made his peculiarities 



100 


THE ART OF FICTION 


really sacred in the eyes of a friend. I remember vividly the smile 
and tone of voice with which he once repeated to me a figurative 
epithet which Gustave Flaubert (of whom he was extremely fond) 
had applied to him — an epithet intended to characterize a certain 
expansive softness, a comprehensive indecision, which pervaded 
his nature, just as it pervades so many of the characters he has 
painted. He enjoyed Flaubert’s use of this term, good-naturedly 
opprobrious, more even than Flaubert himself, and recognized 
perfectly the element of truth in it. He was natural to an 
extraordinary degree} I do not think I have ever seen his 
match in this respect, certainly not among people who bear, 
as he did, at the same time, the stamp of the highest cultiva- 
tion. Like all men of a large pattern, he was composed of many 
dilferent pieces} and what was always striking in him was the 
mixture of simplicity with the fruit of the most various observa- 
tion. In the little article in which I had attempted to express my 
admiration for his works, I had been moved to say of him that he 
had the aristocratic temperament: a remark which in the light of 
further knowledge seemed to me singularly inane. He was not 
subject to any definition of that sort, and to say that he was demo- 
cratic would be (though his political ideal was a democracy) to 
give an equally superficial account of him. He felt and under- 
stood the opposite sides of life} he was imaginative, speculative, 
anything but literal. He had not in his mind a grain of prejudice 
as large as the point of a needle, and people (there are many) 
who think this a defect would have missed it immensely in Ivan 
Sergueitch. (I give his name, without attempting the Russian 
orthography, as it was uttered by his friends when they addressed 
him in French.) Our Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, moralistic, conven- 
tional standards were far away from him, and he judged things 
with a freedom and spontaneity in which I found a perpetual re- 
freshment. His sense of beauty, his love of truth and right, were 
the foundation of his nature} but half the charm of conversation 
with him was that one breathed an air in which cant phrases and 
arbitrary measurements simply sounded ridiculous, 

I may add that it was not because I had written a laudatory 
article about his books that he gave me a friendly welcome} for 
in the first place my article could have very little importance for 
him, and in the second it had never been either his habit or his 
hope to bask in the light of criticism. Supremely modest as he 
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was, I think he attached no great weight to what might happen 
to be said about him; for he felt that he was destined to encounter 
a very small amount of intelligent appreciation, especially in 
foreign countries. I never heard him even allude to any judg- 
ment which might have been passed upon his productions in Eng- 
land. In France he knew that he was read very moderately; the 
yemand^ for his volumes was small, and he had no illusions what- 
ever on the subject of his popularity. He had heard with pleasure 
that many intelligent persons in the United States were impatient 
for everything that might come from his pen; but I think he was 
never convinced, as one or two of the more zealous of these per- 
sons had endeavoured to convince him, that he could boast of a 
^public’ in America. He gave me the impression of thinking of 
criticism as most serious workers think of it — ^that it is the amuse- 
ment, the exercise, the subsistence of the critic (and, so far as this 
goes, of immense use); but that though it may often concern 
other readers, it does not much concern the artist himself. In com- 
parison with all those things which the production of a considered 
work forces the artist little by little to say to himself, the remarks 
of the critic are vague and of the moment; and yet, owing to the 
large publicity of the proceeding, they have a power to irritate or 
discourage which is quite out of proportion to their use to the per- 
son criticized. It was not, moreover (if this explanation be not 
more gross than the spectre it is meant to conjure away), on ac- 
count of any esteem which he accorded to my own productions (I 
used regularly to send them to him) that I found him so agree- 
able, for to the best of my belief he was unable to read them. As 
regards one of the first that I had offered him he wrote me a little 
note to tell me that a distinguished friend, who was his constant 
companion, had read three or four chapters aloud to him the 
evening before and that one of them was written ie main de 
mmtrel This gave me great pleasure, but it was my first and last 
pleasure of the kind. I continued, as I say, to send him my fictions, 
because they were the only thing I had to give; but he never 
alluded to the rest of the work in question, which he evidently did 
not finish, and never gave any sign of having read its successors. 
Presently I quite ceased to expect this, and saw why it was (it 
interested me much) that my wintings could not appeal to him. 
He cared, more than anything else, for the air of reality, and my 
reality was not to the pxxrpose. I do not think my stories struck 



102 


THE ART OF FICTION 


him as quite meat for men. The manner was more apparent than 
the matter; they were too tarahiscote, as I once heard him say of 
the style of a book — had on the surface too many little flowers and 
knots of ribbon. He had read a great deal of English, and knew 
the language remarkably well — ^too well, I used often to think, for 
he liked to speak it with those to whom it was native, and, suc- 
cessful as the effort always was, it deprived him of the facility 
and raciness with which he expressed himself in French. 

I have said that he had no prejudices, but perhaps after all he 
had one. I think he imagined it to be impossible to a person of 
English speech to converse in French with complete correctness. 
He knew Shakespeare thoroughly, and at one time had wandered 
far and wide in English literature. His opportimities for speaking 
English were not at all frequent, so that when the necessity (or at 
least the occasion) presented itself, he remembered the phrases 
he had encountered in books.* This often gave a charming quaint- 
ness and an unexpected literary turn to what he said. Tn Russia, 
in spring, if you enter a beechen grove’ — ^those words come back to 
me from the last time I saw him. He continued to read English 
books and was not incapable of attacking the usual Tauchnitz 
novel. The English writer (of our day) of whom I remember to 
have heard him speak with most admiration was Dickens, of whose 
faults he was conscious, but whose power of presenting to the eye 
a vivid, salient figure he rated very high. In the young French 
school he was much interested; I mean, in the new votaries of 
realism, the grandsons of Balzac. He was a good friend of most 
of them, and with Gustave Flaubert, the most singular and most 
original of the group, he was altogether intimate. He had his 
reservations and discriminations, and he had, above all, the great 
back-garden of his Slav imagination and his Germanic culture, 
into which the door constantly stood open, and the grandsons of 
Balzac were not, I think, particularly free to accompany him. But 
he had much sympathy with their experiment, their general move- 
ment, and it was on the side of the careful study of life as the 
best line of the novelist that, as may easily be supposed, he ranged 
himself. For some- of the manifestations of the opposite tradition 
he had a great contempt. This was a kind of emotion he rarely ex- 
pressed, save in regard to certain public wrongs and iniquities; 
bitterness and denunciation seldom passed his mild lips. But I re- 
member well the little flush of conviction, the seriousness, with 
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which he once said, in allusion to a novel which had just been 
running through the Revue des Deux Mondes, ^If I had written 
anything so bad as that, I should blush for it all my life.’ 

His was not, I should say, predominantly, or even in a high 
degree, the artistic nature, though it was deeply, if I may make 
the distinction, the poetic. But during the last twelve years of his 
life he lived much with artists and men of letters, and he was 
eminently capable of kindling in the glow of discussion. He cared 
for questions of form, though not in the degree in which Flaubert 
and Edmond de Goncourt cared for them, and he had very lively 
sympathies. He had a great regard for Madame George Sand, the 
head and front of the old romantic tradition 3 but this was on 
general grounds, quite independent of her novels, which he never 
read, and which she never expected him, or apparently any one 
else, to read. He thought her character remarkably noble and 
sincere. He had, as I have said, a great affection for Gustave Flau- 
bert, who returned it; and he was much interested in Flaubert’s 
extraordinary attempts at bravery of form and of matter, knowing 
perfectly well when they failed. During those months which it was 
Flaubert’s habit to spend in Paris, Turgenieff went almost regu- 
larly to see him on Sunday afternoon, and was so good as to in- 
troduce me to the author of Madame Bovary ^ in whom I saw many 
reasons for Turgenieff ’s regard. It was on these Sundays, in Flau- 
bert’s little salon, which, at the top of a house at the end of the 
Faubourg Saint-Honore, looked rather bare and provisional, that, 
in the company of the other familiars of the spot, more than one 
of whom ^ have commemorated these occasions, TurgeniefPs beauti- 
ful faculty of talk showed at its best. He was easy, natural, abun- 
dant, more than I can describe, and everything that he said was 
touched with the exquisite quality of his imagination. What was 
discussed in that little smoke-clouded room was chiefly questions 
of taste, questions of art and form; and the speakers, for the most 
part, were in aesthetic matters, radicals of the deepest dye. It would 
have been late in the day to propose among them any discussion 
of the relation of art to morality, any question as to the degree in 
which a novel might or might not concern itself with the teaching 
of a lesson. They had settled these preliminaries long ago, and it 
would have been primitive and incongruous to recur to them. The 

^ Maxime Du Camp, Alphonse Daudet, Emile Zola. 



THE ART OF FICTION 


104 

conviction that held them together was the conviction that art and 
morality are two perfectly different things, and that the former 
has no more to do with the latter than it has with astronomy or 
embryology. The only duty of a novel was to be well written j that 
merit included every other of which it was capable. This state of 
mind was never more apparent than one afternoon when ces 
messieurs delivered themselves on the subject of an incident which 
had just befallen one of them. UAssommoir of Emile Zola had 
been discontinued in the journal through which it was running as 
a serial, in consequence of repeated protests from the subscribers. 
The subscriber, as a type of human imbecility, received a wonder- 
ful dressing, and the Philistine in general was roughly handled. 
There were gulfs of difference between Turgenieff and Zola, but 
Turgenieff, who, as I say, understood everything, understood 
Zola too, and rendered perfect justice to the high solidity of much 
of his work. His attitude, at such times, was admirable, and I could 
imagine nothing more genial or more fitted to give an idea of 
light, easy, human intelligence. No one could desire more than he 
that art should be art5 always, ever, incorruptibly, art. To him this 
proposition would have seemed as little in need of proof, or sus- 
ceptible of refutation, as the axiom that law should always be law 
or medicine always medicine. As much as any one he was prepared 
to take note of the fact that the demand for abdications and con- 
cessions never comes from artists themselves, but always from pur- 
chasers, editors, subscribers. I am pretty sure that his word about 
all this would have been that he could not quite see what was 
meant by the talk about novels being moral or the reverse} that 
a novel could no more propose to itself to be moral than a paint- 
ing or a symphony, and that it was arbitrary to lay down a dis- 
tinction between the numerous forms of art. He was the last man 
to be blind to their unity. I suspect that he would have said, in 
short, that distinctions were demanded in the interest of the 
moralists, and that the demand was indelicate, owing to their want 
of jurisdiction. Yet at the same time that I make this suggestion 
as to his state of mind I remember how little he struck me as 
bound by mere neatness of formula, how little there was in him 
of the partisan or the pleader. What he thought of the relation of 
art to life his stories, after all, show better than anything else. The 
immense variety of life was ever present to his mind, and he would , 
never have ar^ed the question I have just hinted at in the in- 
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terest of particular liberties — ^the liberties that were apparently the 
dearest to his French confreres. It was this air that he carried about 
with him of feeling all the variety of life, of knowing strange and 
far-off things, of having an horizon in which the Parisian horizon 
— so familiar, so wanting in mystery, so perpetually exfloite — 
easily lost itself, that distinguished him from these companions. 
He was not all there, as the phrase isj he had something behind, 
in reserve. It was Russia, of course, in a large measure 3 and, espe- 
cially before the spectacle of what is going on there to-day, that 
was a large quantity. But so far as he was on the spot, he was an 
element of pure sociability. 

I did not intend to go into these details immediately, for I 
had only begun to say what an impression of magnificent man- 
hood he made upon me when’ I first knew him. That impression, 
indeed, always remained with me, even after it had been brought 
home to me how much there was in him of the quality of genius. 
He was a beautiful intellect, of course, but above all he was a de- 
lightful, mild, masculine figure. The combination of his deep, 
soft, lovable spirit, in which one felt all the tender parts of genius, 
with his immense, fair Russian physique, was one of the most 
attractive things conceivable. He had a frame which would have 
made it perfectly lawful, and even becoming, for him to be brutal j 
but there was not a grain of brutality in his composition. He had 
always been a passionate sportsman 5 to wander in the woods or the 
steppes, with his dog and gun, was the pleasure of his heart. Late 
in life he continued to shoot, and he had a friend in Cambridge- 
shire for the sake of whose partridges, which were famous, he 
used sometimes to cross the Channel. It would have been impos- 
sible to imagine a better representation of a Nimrod of the north. 
He was exceedingly tall, and broad and robust in proportion. His 
head was one of the finest, and though the line of his features was 
irregular, there was a great deal of beauty in his face. It was 
eminently of the Russian type — almost everything in it was wide. 
His expression had a singular sweetness, with a touch of Slav 
languor, and his eye, the kindest of eyes, was deep and melan- 
choly. His hair, abundant and straight, was as white as silver, and 
his beard, which he wore trimmed rather short, was of the colour 
of his hair. In all his tall person, which was very striking wher- 
ever it appeared, there was an air of neglected strength, as if it 
had been a part of his modesty never to remind himself that he 
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was strong. He used sometimes to blush like a boy o£ sixteen. He 
had very few forms and ceremonies, and almost as little manner 
as was possible to a man of his natural frestcmce. His noble ap- 
pearance was in itself a manner; but whatever he did he did very 
simply, and he had not the slightest pretension to not being sub- 
ject to rectification. I never saw any one receive it with less irrita- 
tion. Friendly, candid, unaffectedly benignant, the impression that 
he produced most strongly and most generally was, I think, simply 
that of goodness. 

When I made his acquaintance he had been living, since his re- 
moval from Baden-Baden, which took place in consequence of the 
Franco-Prussian war, in a large detached house on the hill of 
Montmartre, with his friends of many years, Madame Pauline 
Viardot and her husband, as his fellow-tenants. He occupied the 
upper floor, and I like to recall, for the sake of certain delightful 
talks, the aspect of his little green sitting-room, which has, in 
memory, the consecration of irrecoverable hours. It was almost 
entirely green, and the walls were not covered with paper, but 
draped in stuff. The fortteres were green, and there was one of 
those immense divans, so indispensable to Russians, which had ap- 
parently been fashioned for the great person of the master, so that 
smaller folk had to lie upon it rather than sit. I remember the 
white light of the Paris street, which came in through windows 
more or less blinded in their lower part, like those of a studio. It 
rested, during the first years that I went to see Turgenieff, upon 
several choice pictures of the modern French school, especially 
upon a very fine specimen of Theodore Rousseau, which he valued 
exceedingly. He had a great love of painting, and was an excellent 
critic of a picture. The last time I saw him — ^it was at his house in 
the country — ^he showed me half a dozen large copies of Italian 
works, made by a young Russian in whom he was interested, which 
he had, with characteristic kindness, taken into his own apartments 
in order that he might bring them to the knowledge of his friends. 
He thought them, as copies, remarkable; and they were so, in- 
deed, especially when one perceived that the original work of the 
artist had little value. Turgenieff warmed to the work of praising 
them, as he was very apt to do; like all men of imagination he had 
frequent and zealous admirations. As a matter of course there was 
almost always some young Russian in whom he was interested, and 
refugees and pilgrims of both sexes were his natural clients. I 
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have heard it said by persons who had known him long and well 
that these enthusiasms sometimes led him into error, that he was 
apt to se monter la tete on behalf of his proteges. He was prone to 
believe that he had discovered the coming Russian genius j he 
talked about his discovery for a month, and then suddenly one 
heard no more of it. I remember his once telling me of a young 
woman who had come to see him on her return from America, 
where she had been studying obstetrics at some medical college, 
and who, without means and without friends, was in want of help 
and of work. He accidentally learned that she had written some- 
thing, and asked her to let him see it. She sent it to him, and it 
proved to be a tale in which certain phases of rural life were de- 
scribed with striking truthfulness. He perceived in the young lady 
a great natural talent 3 he sent her story off to Russia to be printed, 
with the conviction that it would make a great impression, and he 
expressed the hope of being able to introduce her to French 
readers. When I mentioned this to an old friend of Turgenieff he 
smiled, and said that we should not hear of her again, that Ivan 
Sergueitch had already discovered a great many surprising talents, 
which, as a general thing, had not borne the test. There was ap- 
parently some truth in this, and Turgenieff^s liability to be de- 
ceived was too generous a weakness for me to hesitate to allude 
to it, even after I have insisted on the usual certainty of his taste. 
He was deeply interested in his young Russians 3 they were what 
interested him most in the world. They were almost always un- 
happy, in want and in rebellion against an order of things which 
he himself detested. The study of the Russian character absorbed 
and fascinated him, as all readers of his stories know. Rich, un- 
formed, undeveloped, with all sorts of adumbrations, of qualities 
in a state of fusion, it stretched itself out as a mysterious expanse 
in which it was impossible as yet to perceive the relation between 
gifts and weaknesses. Of its weaknesses he was keenly conscious, 
and I once heard him express himself with an energy that did him 
honour and a frankness that even surprised me (considering that 
it was of his countrymen that he spoke), in regard to a weakness 
which he deemed the greatest of all — a weakness 'for which a man 
whose love of veracity was his strongest feeling would have least 
toleration. His young compatriots, seeking their fortune in for- 
eign lands, touched his imagination and his pity, and it is easy to 
conceive that under the circumstances the impression they often 
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made upon him may have had great intensity. The Parisian back- 
ground, with its brilliant sameness, its absence o£ surprises (for 
those who have known it long), threw them into relief and made 
him see them as he saw the figures in his tales, in relations, in 
situations which brought them out. There passed before him in the 
course of time many wonderful Russian types. He told me once 
of his having been visited by a religious sect. The sect consisted of 
but two persons, one of whom was the object of worship and the 
other the worshipper. The divinity apparently was travelling about 
Europe in company with his prophet. They were intensely serious 
but it was very handy, as the term is, for each. The god had 
always his altar and the altar had (unlike some altars) always its 
god. 

In his little green salon nothing was out of place j there were 
none of the odds and ends of the usual man of letters, which in- 
deed Turgenieff was notj and the case was the same in his library 
at Bougival, of which I shall presently speak. Few books even 
were visible j it was as if everything had been put away. The traces 
of work had been carefully removed. An air of great comfort, an 
immeasurable divan and several valuable pictures — ^that was the 
effect of the place. I know not exactly at what hours Turgenieff 
did his work} I think he had no regular times and seasons, being 
in this respect as different as possible from Anthony Trollope, 
whose autobiography, with its candid revelation of intellectual 
economies, is so curious. It is my impression that in Paris Tur- 
genieff wrote little} his times of production being rather those 
weeks of the summer that he spent at Bougival, and the period of 
that visit to Russia which he supposed himself to make every year. 
I say Supposed himself,’ because it was impossible to see much of 
him without discovering that he was a man of delays. As on the 
part of some other Russians whom I have known, there was some- 
thing Asiatic in his faculty of procrastination. But even if one 
suffered from it a little one thought of it with kindness, as a part of 
his general mildness and want of rigidity. He went to Russia, 
at any rate, at intervals not infrequent, and he spoke of these 
visits as his best time for production. He had an estate far in the 
interior, and here, amid the stillness of the country and the scenes 
and figures which give such a charm to the Memoirs of a Sforts- 
man, he drove his pen without interruption. 

It is not out of place to allude to the fact that he possessed con- 
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siderable fortune 5 this Is too important In the life of a man of let- 
ters. It had been of great value to Turgenieff, and I think that 
much of the fine quality of his work is owing to it. He could 
write according to his taste and his moodj he was never pressed 
nor checked (putting the Russian censorship aside) by considera- 
tions foreign to his plan, and never was in danger of becoming a 
hack. Indeed, taking into consideration the absence of a pecuniary 
spur and that complicated indolence from which he was not ex- 
empt, his industry is surprising, for his tales are a long list. In 
Paris, at all events, he was always open to proposals for the mid- 
day breakfast. He liked to breakfast ai^ cahmety and freely con- 
sented to an appointment. It is not unkind to add that, at first, he 
never kept it. I may mention without reserve this idiosyncrasy of 
Turgenieff^s, because in the first place it was so inveterate as to 
be very amusing — it amused not only his friends but himself^ and 
in the second, he was as sure to come in the end as he was sure not 
to come in the beginning. After the appointment had been made 
or the invitation accepted, when the occasion was at hand, there 
arrived a note or a telegram in which Ivan Sergueitch excused 
himself, and begged that the meeting might be deferred to another 
date, which he usually himself proposed. For this second date still 
another was sometimes substituted 5 but if I remember no appoint- 
ment that he exactly kept, I remember none that he completely 
missed. His friends waited for him frequently, but they never lost 
him. He was very fond of that wonderful Parisian dejeuner — 
fond of it I mean as a feast of reason. He was extremely tem- 
perate, and often ate no breakfast at all 3 but he found it a good 
hour for talk, and little, on general grounds, as one might be pre- 
pared to agree with him, if he was at the table one was speedily 
convinced. I call it wonderful, the dejeuner of Paris, on account of 
the assurance with which it plants itself in the very middle of 
the morning. It divides the day between rising and dinner so un- 
equally, and opposes such barriers of repletion to any prospect 
of ulterior labours, that the unacclimated stranger wonders when 
the fertile French people do their work. Not the least wonderful 
part of It is that the stranger himself likes it, at last, and manages 
to piece together his day with the shattered fragments that sur- 
vive. It was not, at any rate, when one had the good fortune to 
breakfast at twelve o^clock with TurgenieflE that one was struck 
with its being an inconvenient hour. Any hour was convenient for 
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meeting a human being who conformed so completely to one^s idea 
of the best that human nature is capable of. There are places in 
Paris which I can think of only in relation to some occasion on 
which he was present, and when I pass them the particular things 
I heard him say there come back to me. There is a cafe in the 
Avenue de POpera — a new, sumptuous establishment, with very 
deep settees, on the right as you leave the Boulevard — ^where I 
once had a talk with him, over an order singularly moderate, which 
was prolonged far into the afternoon, and in the course of which 
he was extraordinarily suggestive and interesting, so that my 
memory now reverts affectionately to all the circumstances. It 
evokes the grey damp of a Parisian December, which made the 
dark interior of the cafe look more and more rich and hospitable, 
while the light faded, the lamps were lit, the habitues came in 
to drink absinthe and play their afternoon game of dominoes, and 
we still lingered over our morning meal. Turgenieff talked almost 
exclusively about Russia, the nihilists, the remarkable figures that 
came to light among them, the curious visits he received, the dark 
prospects of his native land. When he was in the vein, no man 
could speak more to the imagination of his auditor. For myself, 
at least, at such times, there was something extraordinarily vivi- 
fying and stimulating in his talk, and I always left him in a state 
of dntimate’ excitement, with a feeling that all sorts of valuable 
things had been suggested to mej the condition in which a man 
swings his cane as he walks, leaps lightly over gutters, and then 
stops, for no reason at all, to look, with an air of being struck, into 
a shop window where he sees nothing. I remember another sym- 
posium, at a restaurant on one of the corners of the little flace 
in front of the Opera Comique, where we were four, including 
Ivan Sergueitch, and the two other guests were also Russian, one 
of them uniting to the charm of this nationality the merit of a sex 
that makes the combination irresistible. The establishment had been 
a discovery of Turgenieff^s — ^ discovery, at least, as far as our par- 
ticular needs were concerned — ^and I remember that we hardly 
congratulated him on it. The dinner, in a low entresol, was not 
what it had been intended to be, but the talk was better even than 
our expectations. It was not about nihilism but about some more 
agreeable features of life, and I have no recollection of Turgenieff 
in a mood more spontaneous and charming. One of our friends 
had, when he spoke French, a peculiar way of sounding the word 
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adorabUy which was frequently on his lips, and I remember well 
his expressive prolongation of the a when^ in speaking of the occa- 
sion afterwards, he applied this term to Ivan Sergueitch. I scarcely 
know, however, why I should drop into the detail of such reminis- 
cences, and my excuse is but the desire that we all have, when a 
human relationship is closed, to save a little of it from the past — 
to make a mark which may stand for some of the happy moments 
of it. 

Nothing that Turgenieff had to say could be more interesting 
than his talk about his own work, his manner of writing. What I 
have heard him tell of these things was worthy of the beautiful 
results he produced; of the deep purpose, pervading them all, to 
show us life itself. The germ of a story, with him, was never an 
affair of plot — that was the last thing he thought of: it was the rep- 
resentation of certain persons. The first form in which a tale ap- 
peared to him was as the figure of an individual, or a combination 
of individuals, whom he wished to see in action, being sure that 
such people must do something very special and interesting. They 
stood before him definite, vivid, and he wished to know, and to 
show, as much as possible of their nature. The first thing was to 
make clear to himself what he did know, to begin with; and to 
this end, he wrote out a sort of biography of each of his characters, 
and everything that they had done and that had happened to 
them up to the opening of the story. He had their dossier y as the 
French say, and as the police has of that of every conspicuous crim- 
inal. With this material in his hand he was able to proceed; the 
story all lay in the question. What shall I make them do? He al- 
ways made them do things that showed them completely; but, 
as he said, the defect of his manner and the reproach that was 
made him was his want of ^architecture^ — ^in other words, of com- 
position. The great thing, of course, is to have architecture as well 
as precious material, as Walter Scott had them, as Balzac had 
them. If one reads Turgenieff’s stories with the knowledge that 
they were composed — or rather that they came into being — ^in this 
way, one can trace the process in every line. Story, in the con- 
ventional sense of the word — a fable constructed, like Words- 
worth’s phantom, ^to startle and waylay’ — ^there is as little as pos- 
sible. The thing consists of the motions of a group of selected crea- 
tures, which are not the result of a preconceived action, but a con- 
sequence of the qualities of the actors. Works of art are produced 
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from every possible point of view, and stories, and very good ones, 
will continue to be written in which the evolution is that of a dance 
— a series of steps the more complicated and lively the better, of 
course, determined from without and forming a figure. This figure 
will always, probably, find favour with many readers, because it 
reminds them enough, without reminding them too much, of life. 
On this opposition many young talents in France are ready to rend 
each other, for there is a numerous school on either side. We have 
not yet in England and America arrived at the point of treating 
such questions with passion, for we have not yet arrived at the 
point of feeling them intensely, or indeed, for that matter, of 
understanding them very well. It is not open to us as yet to discuss 
whether a novel had better be an excision from life or a structure 
built up of picture-cards, for we have not made up our mind as 
to whether life in general may be described. There is evidence 
of a good deal of shyness on this point — a tendency rather to put 
up fences than to jump over them. Among us, therefore, even a 
certain ridicule attaches to the consideration of such alternatives. 
But individuals may feel their way, and perhaps even pass un- 
challenged, if they remark that for them the manner in which 
Turgenieff worked will always seem the most fruitful. It has the 
immense recommendation that in relation to any human occur- 
rence it begins, as it were, further back. It lies in its power to tell 
us the most about men and women. Of course it will but slenderly 
satisfy those numerous readers among whom the answer to this 
would be, ^Hang it, we don’t care a straw about men and women: 
we want a good story!’ 

And yet, after all, Elena is a good story, and Lisa and Virgin 
Soil are good stories. Reading over lately several of Turgenieff’s 
novels and tales, I was struck afresh with their combination of 
beauty and reality. One must never forget, in speaking of him, that 
he was both an observer and a poet. The poetic element was con- 
stant, and it had great strangeness and power. It inspired most of 
the short things that he wrote dunng the last few years of his life, 
since the publication of Virgin Soil, things that are in the highest 
degree fanciful and exotic. It pervades the frequent little reveries, 
visions, epigrams of the Senilia. It was no part of my intention, 
here, to criticize his writings, having said my say about them, so 
far as possible, some years ago. But I may mention that in reread- 
ing them I find in them all that I formerly found of two other 
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pression of life itself, and not of an arrangement, a rSchmfS of 
life. I remember Turgenieff^s once saying in regard to Homais, the 
little Norman country apothecary, with his pedantry of ^enlight- 
ened opinions,^ in Madame Bovary ^ that the great strength of such 
a portrait consisted in its being at once an individual, of the most 
concrete sort, and a type. This is the great strength of his own 
representations of character 3 they are so strangely, fascinatingly 
particular, and yet they are so recognizably general. Such a remark 
as that about Homais makes me wonder why it was that Turgenieff 
should have rated Dickens so high, the weakness of Dickens being 
in regard to just that point. If Dickens fail to live long, it will be 
because his figures are particular without being general 3 because 
they are individuals without being types 3 because we do not feel 
their continuity with the rest of humanity — see the matching of 
the pattern with the piece out of which all the creations of the 
novelist and the dramatist are cut. I often meant, but accidentally 
neglected, to put Turgenieff on the subject of Dickens again, and 
ask him to explain his opinion. I suspect that his opinion was in a 
large measure merely that Dickens diverted him, as well he might. 
That complexity of the pattern was in itself fascinating. I have 
mentioned Flaubert, and I will return to him simply to say that 
there was something very touching in the nature of the friend- 
ship that united these two men. It is much to the honour of Flau- 
bert, to my sense, that he appreciated Ivan Turgenieff. There was 
a partial similarity between them. Both were large, massive men, 
though the Russian reached to a greater height than the Norman 3 
both were completely honest and sincere, and both had the pessi- 
mistic element in their composition. Each had a tender regard for 
the other, and I think that I am neither incorrect nor indiscreet 
in saying that on Turgenieff’s part this regard had in it a strain 
of compassion. There was something in Gustave Flaubert that ap- 
pealed to such a feeling. He had failed, on the whole, more than 
he had succeeded, and the great machinery of erudition — ^the great 
polishing process — ^which he brought to bear upon his produc- 
tions, was not accompanied with proportionate results. He had 
talent without having cleverness, and imagination without having 
fancy. His effort was heroic, but except in the case of Madame 
Bovary y a masterpiece, he imparted something to his works (it 
was as if he had covered them with metallic plates) whiqh made 



THE ART OF FICTION 


114 

them sink rather than sail. He had a passion for perfection of form 
and for a certain splendid suggestiveness of style. He wished to pro- 
duce perfect phrases, perfectly interrelated, and as closely woven 
together as a suit of chain-mail. He looked at life altogether as an 
artist, and took his work with a seriousness that never belied itself. 
To write an admirable page — and his idea of what constituted an 
admirable page was transcendent — seemed to him something to 
live for. He tried it again and again, and he came very near it; 
more than once he touched it, for Madame Bovary surely will live. 
But there was something ungenerous in his genius. He was cold, 
and he would have given everything he had to be able to glow. 
There is nothing in his novels like the passion of Elena for Ins- 
sarofF, like the purity of Lisa, like the anguish of the parents of 
Bazaroff, like the hidden wound of Tatiana; and yet Flaubert 
yearned, with all the accumulations of his vocabulary, to touch the 
chord of pathos. There were some parts of his mind that did not 
‘give,’ that did not render a sbund. He had had too much of some 
sorts of experience and not enough of others. And yet this failure 
of an organ, as I may call it, inspired those who knew him with 
a kindness. If Flaubert was powerful and limited, there is some- 
thing human, after all, and even rather august in a strong man 
who has not been able completely to express himself. 

After the first year of my acquaintance with Turgenieff I saw 
him much less often. I was seldom in Paris, and sometimes when 
I was there he was absent. But I neglected no opportunity of see- 
ing him, and fortune frequently assisted me. He came two or 
three times to London, for visits provokingly brief. He went to 
shoot in Cambridgeshire, and he passed through town in arriv- 
ing and departing. He liked the English, but I am not sure that 
he liked London, where he had passed a lugubrious winter in 
1870-71. 1 remember some of his impressions of that period, espe- 
cially a visit that he had paid to a ‘bishopess’ surrounded by her 
daughters, and a description of the cookery at the lodgings which 
he occupied. After 1876 I frequently saw him as an invalid. He 
was tormented by gout, and sometimes terribly besieged; but his 
account of what he suffered was as charming — I can apply no other 
word to it — as his description of everything else. He had so the 
habit of observation, that he perceived in excruciating sensations 
all sorts of curious images and analogies, and analysed them to 
an extraordinary fineness. Several times I found him at Bougival, 
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above the Seine^ in a very spacious and handsome chalet — a little 
unsunnedj it is true— which he had built alongside of the villa 
occupied by the family to which, for years, his life had been de- 
voted. The place is delightful j the two houses are midway up a 
long slope, which descends, with the softest inclination, to the 
river, and behind them the hill rises to a wooded crest. On the left, 
in the distance, high up and above an horizon of woods, stretches 
the romantic aqueduct of Marly, It is a very pretty domain. The 
last time I saw him, in November 1882, it was at Bougival. He 
had been very ill, with strange, intolerable symptoms, but he was 
better, and he had good hopes. They were not justified by the 
event. He got worse again, and the months that followed were 
cruel. His beautiful serene mind should not have been dark- 
ened and made acquainted with violence j it should have 
been able to the last to take part, as it had always done, in the 
decrees and mysteries of fate. At the moment I saw him, how- 
ever, he was, as they say in London, in very good form, and my 
last impression of him was almost bright. He was to drive into 
Paris, not being able to bear the railway, and he gave me a seat in 
the carriage. For an hour and a half he constantly talked, and 
never better. When we got into the city I alighted on the boule- 
vard exterieur, as we were to go in different directions. I bade 
him good-bye at the carriage window and never saw him again. 
There was ^ kind of fair going on, near by, in the chill November 
air, beneath the denuded little trees of the Boulevard, and a Punch 
and Judy show, from which nasal sounds proceeded. I almost re- 
gret having accidentally to mix up so much of Paris with this per- 
haps too complacent enumeration of occasions, for the effect of it 
may be to suggest that Ivan Turgenieff had been Gallicized. But 
this was not the case 5 the French capital was an accident for him, not 
a necessity. It touched him at many points, but it let him alone at 
many others, and he had, with that great tradition of ventilation of 
the Russian mind, windows open into distances which stretched far 
beyond the hanlieue. I have spoken of him from the limited point 
of view of my own acquaintance with him, and unfortunately left 
myself little space to allude to a matter which filled his existence a 
good deal more than the consideration of how a story should be 
written — ^his hopes and fears on behalf of his native land. He 
wrote fictions and dramas, but the great drama of his life was the 
struggle for a better state of things in Russia. In this drama he 
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played a distinguished part^ and the splendid obsequies that, simple 
and modest as he was, have unfolded themselves over his grave, 
sufSciently attest the recognition of it by his countrymen. His 
funeral, restricted and officialized, was none the less a magnificent 
Manifestation.’ I have read the accounts of it, however, with a 
kind of chill, a feeling in which assent to the honours paid him 
bore less part than it ought. All this pomp and ceremony seemed 
to lift him out of the range of familiar recollection, of valued reci- 
procity, into the majestic position of a national glory. And yet it is 
in the presence of this obstacle to social contact that those who 
knew and loved him must address their farewell to him now. 
After all, it is difficult to see how the obstacle can be removed. 
He was the most generous, the most tender, the most delightful, 
of men 3 his large nature overflowed with the love of justice: but 
he also was of the stuff of which glories are made. 



Ivan Turgenieff '*'■ 

(1818-1883) 


There is perhaps no novelist of alien race who more naturally 
than Ivan Turgenieff inherits a niche in a Library for English 
readers j and this not because of any advance or concession that in 
his peculiar artistic independence he ever made^ or could dream 
of makings such readers, but because it was one of the effects of his 
peculiar genius to give him, even in his lifetime, a special place in 
the regard of foreign publics. His position is in this respect singu- 
lar 3 for it is his Russian savor that as much as anything has helped 
generally to domesticate him. 

Born in 1818, at Orel m the heart of Russia, and dying in 1883, 
at Bougival near Pans, he had spent in Germany and France the 
latter half of his life 3 and had incurred in his own country in some 
degree the reprobation that is apt to attach to the absent — the pen- 
alty they pay for such extension or such beguilement as they may 
have happened to find over the border. He belonged to the class 
of large rural proprietors of land and of serfs 3 and with his ample 
patrimony, offered one of the few examples of literary labor 
achieved in high independence of the question of gain — a character 
that he shares with his illustrious contemporary Tolstoy, who is of 
a type in other respects so different. It may give us an idea of his 
primary situation to imagine some large Virginian or Carolinian 
slaveholder, during the first half of the century, inclining to 
^Northern^ views 3 and becoming (though not predominantly un- 
der pressure of these, but rather by the operation of an exquisite 
genius) the great American novelist — one of the great novelists of 
the world. Born under a social and political order sternly re- 
pressive, all Turgenieff^s deep instincts, all his moral passion, 

* From Library of World? s Best Literature^ edited by Charles Dudley Warner, 
International Society, New Yoik. Copyrig-ht 1897 by R S Peale and J. A Hill. 
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placed him on the liberal side; with the consequence that early in 
life, after a period spent at a German university, he found him- 
self, through the accident of a trifling public utterance, under such 
suspicion in high places as to be sentenced to a term of tempered 
exile — confinement to his own estate. It was partly under these cir- 
cumstances perhaps that he gathered material for the work from 
the appearance of which his reputation dates — A Sportsman's 
Sketches f published in two volumes in 185a. This admirable col- 
lection of impressions of homely country life, as the old state of 
servitude had made it, is often spoken of as having borne to the 
great decree of Alexander II the relation borne by Mrs. Beecher 
Stowe’s famous novel to the emancipation of the Southern slaves. 
Incontestably, at any rate, Turgenieffs rustic studies sounded, like 
Uncle Tom's Cabin, a particular hour: with the difference, how- 
ever, of not having at the time produced an agitation — of having 
rather presented the case with an art too insidious for instant re- 
cognition, an art that stirred the depths more than the surface. 

The author was designated promptly enough, at any rate, for 
such influence as might best be exercised at a distance: he travelled, 
he lived abroad; early in the sixties he was settled in Germany; he 
acquired property at Baden-Baden, and spent there the last years of 
the prosperous period — ^in the history of the place — of which the 
Franco-Prussian War was to mark the violent term. He cast in his 
lot after that event mainly with the victims of the lost cause; set- 
ting up a fresh home in Paris — ^near which city he had, on the 
Seine, a charming alternate residence — and passing in it, and in the 
country, save for brief revisitations, the remainder of his days. His 
friendships, his attachments, in the world of art and of letters, 
were numerous and distinguished; he never married; he produced, 
as the years went on, without precipitation or frequency; and these 
were the years during which his reputation gradually established 
itself as, according to the phrase, European — a phrase denoting in 
this case, perhaps, a public more alert in the United States even 
than elsewhere. 

Tolstoy, his junior by ten years, had meanwhile come to frui- 
tion; though, as in fact happened, it was not till after Turgenieff’s 
death that the greater fame of War and. Peace and of Anna Kare- 
nina began to be blown about the world. One of the last acts of the 
elder writer, performed on his death-bed, was to address to the 
other (from whom for a considerable term he had been estranged 
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by circumstances needless to reproduce) an appeal to return to the 
exercise of the genius that Tolstoy had already so lamentably, so 
monstrously forsworn. T am on my death-bed 5 there is no pos- 
sibility of my recovery. I write you expressly to tell you how happy 
I have been to be your contemporary, and to utter my last, my 
urgent prayer. Come back, my friend, to your literary labors. That 
gift came to you from the source from which all comes to us. Ah, 
how happy I should be could I think you would listen to my en- 
treaty! My friend, great writer of our Russian land, respond to 
it, obey it'’ These words, among the most touching surely ever 
addressed by one great spirit to another, throw an indirect light — 
perhaps I may even say a direct one — ^upon the nature and quality 
of Turgenieff’s artistic temperament; so much so that I regret 
being without opportunity, in this place, to gather such aid for a 
portrait of him as might be supplied by following out the unlike- 
ness between the pair. It would be too easy to say that Tolstoy was, 
from the Russian point of view, for home consumption, and Tur- 
genieff for foreign: War and Peace has probably had more readers 
in Europe and America than A House of Gentlefolk or On the 
Eve or Smoke — ^a circumstance less detrimental than it may appear 
to my claim of our having, in the Western world, supremely 
adopted the author of the latter works. Turgenieff is in a peculiar 
degree what I may call the novelists’ novelist — an artistic influence 
extraordinarily valuable and ineradicably established. The perusal 
of Tolstoy — a wonderful mass of life — ^is an immense event, a kind 
of splendid accident, for each of us: his name represents neverthe- 
less no such eternal spell of method, no such quiet irresistibility of 
presentation, as shines, close to us and lighting our possible steps, 
in that of his precursor. Tolstoy is a reflector as vast as a natural 
lake; a monster harnessed to his great subject — ^all human life' — as 
an elephant might be harnessed, for purposes of traction, not to a 
carriage, but to a coach-house. His own case is prodigious, but his 
example for others dire: disciples not elephantine he can only mis- 
lead and betray. 

One by one, for thirty years, with a firm, deliberate hand, with 
intervals and patiences and waits, Turgenieff pricked in his sharp 
outlines. His great external mark is probably his concision: an ideal 
he never threw over — ^it shines most perhaps even when he is 
least brief — ^and that he often applied with a rare felicity. He has 
masterpieces of a few pages; his perfect things are sometimes his 
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least prolonged. He abounds in short tales, episodes clipped as by 
the scissors of Atroposj but for a direct translation of the whole we 
have still to wait — depending meanwhile upon the French and 
German versions, which have been, instead of the original text 
(thanks to the paucity among us of readers of Russian), the source 
of several published in English. For the novels and A Sfortsman^s 
Sketches we depend upon the nine volumes (1897) of Mrs. Gar- 
nett. We touch here upon the remarkable side, to our vision, of 
the writer’s fortune — ^the anomaly of his having constrained to 
intimacy even those who are shut out from the enjoyment of his 
medium, for whom that question is positively prevented from 
existing. Putting aside extrinsic intimations, it is impossible to read 
him without the conviction of his being, in the vividness of his own 
tongue, of the strong type of those made to bring home to us the 
happy truth of the unity, in a generous talent, of material and 
form — of their being inevitable faces of the same medal 5 the type 
of those, in a word, whose example deals death to the perpetual 
clumsy assumption that subject and style are — sesthetically speak- 
ing, or in the living work — different and separable things. We are 
conscious, reading him in a language not his own, of not being 
reached by his personal tone, his individual accent. 

It is a testimony therefore to the intensity of his presence, 
that so much of his particular charm does reach usj that the mask 
turned to us has, even without his expression, still so much beauty. 
It is the beauty (since we must try to formulate) of the finest pres- 
entation of the familiar. His vision is of the world of character 
and feeling, the world of the relations life throws up at every hour 
and on every spot 5 he deals little, on the whole, in the miracles of 
chance — ^the hours and spots over the edge of time and spacer his 
air is that of the great central region of passion and motive, of the 
usual, the inevitable, the intimate — ^the intimate for weal or woe. 
No theme that he ever chooses but strikes us as full 5 yet with all 
have we the sense that their animation comes from within, and is 
not pinned to their backs like the pricking objects used of old in the 
horse-races of the Roman carnival, to make the animals run. 
Without a patch of ^plop to draw blood, the story he mainly tells 
us, the situation he mainly gives, runs as if for dear life. His first 
book was practically full evidence of what, if we have to specify, 
is finest in him — ^the effect, for the commonest truth, of an ex- 
quisite envelope of poetry. In this medium of feeling — full, as it 
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were, of all the echoes and shocks of the universal danger and 
need — everything in him goes onj the sense of fate and folly and 
pity and wonder and beauty. The tenderness, the humor, the 
variety of A Sfortsmm^s Sketches revealed on the spot an observer 
with a rare imagination. These faculties had attached themselves, 
together, to small things and to great; to the misery, the simplicity, 
the piety, the patience, of the unemancipated peasant 5 to all the 
natural wonderful life of earth and air and winter and summer and 
field and forest} to queer apparitions of country neighbors, of 
strange local eccentrics} to old-world practices and superstitions} 
to secrets gathered and types disinterred and impressions absorbed 
in the long, close contacts with man and nature involved in the pas- 
sionate pursuit of game. Magnificent in stature and original vigor, 
Turgenieff, with his love of the chase, or rather perhaps of the 
inspiration he found in it, would have been the model of the 
mighty hunter, had not such an image been a little at variance with 
his natural mildness, the softness that often accompanies the sense 
of an extraordinary reach of limb and play of muscle. He was in 
person the model rather of the strong man at rest: massive and 
towering, with the voice of innocence and the smile almost of 
childhood. What seemed still more of a contradiction to so much 
of him, however, was that his work was all delicacy and fancy, 
penetration and compression. 

If I add, in their order of succession, Rudin, Fathers and Chil- 
dren, Sfring Floods, and Virgin Soil, to the three novels I have 
(also in their relation of time) named above, I shall have indicated 
the larger blocks of the compact monument, with a base resting 
deep and interstices well filled, into which that work disposes itself. 
The list of his minor productions is too long to draw out. I can 
only mention, as a few of the most striking — A Corresfondence, 
The Wayside Inn, The Brigadier, The Dog, The Jew, Visior^ 
Mnmu, Three Meetings, A First Love, The Forsaken, Assia, The 
Journal of a Suferfimus Man, The Story of Lieutenant Yer- 
gunov, A King Lear of the Steffe. The first place among his 
novels would be difficult to assign; general opinion probably hesi- 
tates between A House of Gentlefolk and Fathers and Children. 
My own predilection is great for the exquisite On the Eve-, though 
I admit that in such a company it draws no supremacy from being 
exquisite. What is less contestable is that Virgin Soil — published 
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shortly before his death, and the longest of his fictions— has, al- 
though full of beauty, a minor perfection. 

Character, character expressed and exposed, is in all these things 
what we inveterately find, Turgenieff’s sense of it was the great 
light that artistically guided him 5 the simplest account of him is to 
say that the mere play of it constitutes in every case his sufficient 
drama. No one has had a closer vision, or a hand at once more 
ironic and more tender, for the individual figure. He sees it with 
its minutest signs and tricks — all its heredity of idiosyncrasies, all 
its particulars of weakness and strength, of ugliness and beauty, of 
oddity and charm ^ and yet it is of his essence that he sees it in 
the general flood of life, steeped in its relations and contacts, 
struggling or submerged, a hurried particle in the stream. This 
gives him, with his quiet method, his extraordinary breadth j dis- 
sociates his rare power to particularize from dryness or hardness, 
from any peril of caricature. He understands so much that we al- 
most wonder he can express anything 5 and his expression is in- 
deed wholly in absolute projection, in illustration, in giving of 
everything the unexplained and irresponsible specimen. He is of a 
spirit so human that we almost wonder at his control of his mat- 
tery of a pity so deep and so general that we almost wonder at his 
curiosity. The element of poetry in him is constant, and yet reality 
stares through it without the loss of a wrinkle. No one has more 
of that sign of the born novelist which resides in a respect uncon- 
ditioned for the freedom and vitality, the absoluteness when sum- 
moned, of the creatures he invokes 5 or is more superior to the 
strange and second-rate policy of explaining or presenting them by 
reprobation or apology — of taking the short cuts and anticipating 
the emotions and judgments about them that should be left, at the 
best, to the perhaps not most intelligent reader. And yet his sys- 
tem, as it may summarily be called, of the mere particularized re- 
port, has a lucidity beyond the virtue of the cruder moralist. 

If character, as I say, is what he gives us at every turn, I should 
speedily add that he offers it not in the least as a synonym, in our 
Western sense, of resolution and prosperity. It wears the form of 
the almost helpless detachment of the short-sighted individual 
soul 3 and the perfection of his exhibition of it is in truth too often 
but the intensity of what, for success, it just does not produce. 
What works in him most is the question of the will 5 and the most 
constant induction he suggests, bears upon the sad figure that prin- 
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ciple seems mainly to make among his countrymen. He had seen 
— he suggests to us — its collapse in a thousand quarters 5 and the 
most general tragedy, to his view, is that of its desperate adven- 
tures and disasters, its inevitable abdication and defeat. But if the 
men, for the most part, let it go, it takes refuge in the other sex 5 
many of the representatives of which, in his pages, are supremely 
strong — in wonderful addition, in various cases, to being other- 
wise admirable. This is true of such a number — the younger 
women, the girls, the ‘heroines’ in especial — that they form in 
themselves, on the ground of moral beauty, of the finest distinc- 
tion of soul, one of the most striking groups the modern novel has 
given us. They are heroines to the letter, and of a heroism obscure 
and undecorated: it is almost they alone who have the energy to 
determine and to act. Elena, Lisa, Tatyana, Gemma, Marianna — 
we can write their names and call up their images, but I lack space 
to take them in turn. It is by a succession of the finest and tenderest 
touches that they livej and this, in all Turgenieff’s work, is the 
process by which he persuades and succeeds. 

It was his own view of his main danger that he sacrificed too 
much to detail} was wanting in composition, in the gift that con- 
duces to unity of impression. But no novelist is closer and more 
cumulative} in none does distinction spring from a quality of truth 
more independent of everything but the subject, but the idea itself. 
This idea, this subject, moreover — a spark kindled by the inner- 
most friction of things — is always as interesting as an unopened 
telegram. The genial freedom — ^with its exquisite delicacy — of his 
approach to this ‘innermost’ world, the world of our finer con- 
sciousness, has in short a side that I can only describe and com- 
memorate as nobly disinterested} a side that makes too many of 
his rivals appear to hold us in comparison by violent means, and 
introduce us in comparison to vulgar things. 



Gustave Flaubert 


The first thing I find to-day and on my very threshold to say 
about Gustave Flaubert is that he has been reported on by M. 
Emile Faguet in the series of Les Grands Ecrivains Frangais with 
such lucidity as may almost be taken to warn off a later critic. I 
desire to pay at the outset my tribute to M. Faguet’s exhaustive 
study, which is really in its kind a model and a monument. Never 
can a critic have got closer to a subject of this orders never can 
the results of the approach have been more copious or more in- 
teresting j never m short can the master of a complex art have 
been more mastered in his turn, nor his art more penetrated, by 
the application of an earnest curiosity. That remark I have it at 
heart to make, so pre-eminently has the little volume I refer to not 
left the subject where it found it. It abounds in contributive light, 
and yet, I feel on reflection that it scarce wholly dazzles another 
contributor away. One reason of this is that, though I enter into 
everything M. Faguet has said, there are things — ^things perhaps 
especially of the province of the artist, the fellow-craftsman of 
Flaubert — that I am conscious of his not having saidj another is that 
inevitably there are particular possibilities of reaction in our Eng- 
lish-speaking consciousness that hold up a light of their own. 
Therefore I venture to follow even on a field so laboured, only 
paying this toll to the latest and best work because the author has 
made it impossible to do less. 

Flaubert’s life is so almost exclusively the story of his literary 
application that to speak of his five or six fictions is pretty well to 
account for it all. He died in 1880 after a career of fifty-nine years 
singularly little marked by changes of scene, of fortune, of atti- 
tude, of occupation, of character, and above all, as may be said, 

* Flora Notes on Novehsts with Some Other Notes by Henry James, copyright, 
1914, by Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1942, by Henry James, used by permission of 
Charles Scribner’s Sons. 
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of mind. He would be interesting to the race of novelists if only 
because, quite apart from the value of his work, he so personally 
gives us the example and the image, so presents the intellectual 
case. He was born a novelist, grew up, lived, died a novelist, 
breathing, feeling, thinking, speaking, performing every opera- 
tion of life, only as that votary 5 and this though his production was 
to be small in amount and though it constituted all his diligence. 
It was not indeed perhaps primarily so much that he was born and 
lived a novelist as that he was born and lived literary, and that 
to be literary represented for him an almost overwhelming situa- 
tion. No life was long enough, no courage great enough, no 
fortune kind enough to support a man under the burden of this 
character when once such a doom had been laid on him. 
His case was a doom because he felt of his vocation almost 
nothing but the difficulty. He had many strange sides, but 
this was the strangest, that if we argued from his difficulty to 
his work, the difficulty being registered for us in his letters and 
elsewhere, we should expect from the result but the smallest 
things. We should be prepared to find in it well-nigh a complete 
absence of the signs of ,a gift. We should regret that the unhappy 
man had not addressed himself to something he might have found 
at least comparatively easy. We should singularly miss the con- 
secration supposedly given to a work of art by its having been 
conceived in joy. That is Flaubert’s remarkable, his so far as I 
know unmatched distinction, that he has left works of an extraor- 
dinary art even the conception of which failed to help him to think 
in serenity. The chapter of execution, from the moment execution 
gets really into the shafts, is of course always and everywhere a 
troubled one — about which moreover too much has of late been 
written 5 but we frequently find Flaubert cursing his subjects them- 
selves, wishing he had not chosen them, holding himself up to 
derision for having done so, and hating them in the very act of 
sitting down to them. He cared immensely for the medium, the 
task and the triumph involved, but was himself the last to be able 
to say why. He is sustained only by the rage and the habit of 
effort; the mere love of letters, let alone the love of life, appears 
at an early age to have deserted him. Certain passages m his cor- 
respondence make us even wonder if it be not hate that sustains 
him most. So, successively, his several supremely finished and 
crowned compositions came into the world, and we may feel sure 
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that none others of the kind, none that were to have an equal for- 
tune, had sprung from such adversity. 

I insist upon this because his at once excited and baffled passion 
gives the key of his life and determines its outline. I must speak 
of him at least as I feel him and as in his very latest years I had 
the fortune occasionally to see him. I said just now, practically, 
that he is for many of our tribe at large the novelist, intent and 
typical, and so, gathered together and foreshortened, simplified 
and fixed, the lapse of time seems to show him. It has made him 
in his prolonged posture extraordinarily objective, made him even 
resemble one of his own productions, constituted him as a subject, 
determined him as a figure j the limit of his range, and above all 
of his reach, is after this fashion, no doubt, sufficiently indicated, 
and yet perhaps in the event without injury to his name. If our 
consideration of him cultivates a certain tenderness on the double 
ground that he suffered supremely in the cause and that there is 
endlessly much to be learned from him, we remember at the same 
time that, indirectly, the world at large possesses him not less 
than the confrere. He has fed and fertilized, has filtered through 
others, and so arrived at contact with that public from whom it 
was his theory that he was separated by a deep and impassable 
trench, the labour of his own spade. He is none the less more in- 
teresting, I repeat, as a failure however qualified than as a suc- 
cess however explained, and it is as so viewed that the unity of 
his career attaches and admonishes. Save in some degree by a con- 
dition of health (a liability to epileptic fits at times frequent, but 
never so frequent as to have been generally suspected) he was not 
outwardly hampered as the tribe of men of letters goes — an 
anxious brotherhood at the bestj yet the fewest possible things ap- 
pear to have ever succeeded in happening to him. The only son 
of an eminent provincial physician, he inherited a modest ease and 
no other incumbrance than, as was the case for Balzac, an over- 
attentive, an importunate mother5 but freedom spoke to him from 
behind a veil, and when we have mentioned the few apparent facts 
of experience that make up his landmarks over and beyond his in- 
terspaced publications we shall have completed his biography. 
Tall, strong, striking, he caused his friends to admire in him the 
elder, the florid Norman type, and he seems himself, as a man of 
imagination, to have found some transmission of race in his stature 
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and presence, his light-coloured salient eyes and long tawny 
moustache. 

The central event of his life was his journey to the East in 1849 
with M. Maxime Du Camp, of which the latter has left in his Im- 
fressions Utteraires a singularly interesting and, as we may per- 
haps say, slightly treacherous report, and which prepared for Flau- 
bert a state of nostalgia that was not only never to leave him, but 
that was to work in him as a motive. He had during that year, and 
just in sufficient quantity, his revelation, the particular appropriate 
disclosure to which the gods at some moment treat the artist unless 
they happen too perversely to conspire against him: he tasted of 
the knowledge by which he was subsequently to measure every- 
thing, appeal from everything, find everything flat. Never prob- 
ably was an impression so assimilated, so positively transmuted to 
a function; he lived on it to the end and we may say that in 
Salammbo and La Tentatton de Saint- Antoine he almost died of 
it. He made afterwards no other journey of the least importance 
save a disgusted excursion to the Rigi-Kaltbad shortly before his 
death. The Franco-German War was of course to him for the 
time as the valley of the shadow itself; but this was an ordeal, un- 
like most of his other ordeals, shared after all with millions. He 
never married — ^he declared, toward the end, to the most compre- 
hending of his confidants, that he had been from the first ‘afraid 
of life’; and the friendliest element of his later time was, we 
judge, that admirable comfortable commerce, in her fullest ma- 
turity, with Madame George Sand, the confidant I just referred 
to; which has been preserved for us in the published correspond- 
ence of each. He had in Ivan Turgenieff a friend almost as 
valued; he spent each year a few months in Paris, where (to men- 
tion everything) he had his natural place, so far as he cared to 
take it, at the small literary court of the Princess Mathilde; and, 
lastly, he lost toward the close of his life, by no fault of his own, 
a considerable part of his modest fortune. It is, however, in the 
long security, the almost unbroken solitude of Croisset, near 
Rouen, that he mainly figures for us, gouging out his successive 
books in the wide old room, of many windows, that, with an in- 
tervening terrace, overlooked the broad Seine and the passing 
boats. This was virtually a monastic cell, closed to echoes and ac- 
cidents; with its stillness for long periods scarce broken save by 
the creak of the towing-chain of the tugs across the water. When 
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I have added that his published letters offer a view, not very re- 
freshing, of his youthful entanglement with Madame Louise 
Colet — ^whom we name because, apparently not a shrinking per- 
son, she long ago practically named herself — I shall have cata- 
logued his personal vicissitudes. And I may add further that the 
connection with Madame Colet, such as it was, rears its head for us 
in something like a desert of immunity from such complications. 

His complications were of the spirit, of the literary vision, and 
though he was thoroughly profane he was yet essentially ancho- 
retic. I perhaps miss a point, however, in not finally subjoining 
that he was liberally accessible to his friends during the months 
he regularly spent in Paris. Sensitive, passionate, perverse, not 
less than immediately sociable — for if he detested his collective 
contemporaries this dropped, thanks to his humanizing shyness, 
before the individual encounter — he was in particular and super- 
excellently not banal, and he attached men perhaps more than 
women, inspiring a marked, a by no means colourless shade of 
respect; a respect not founded, as the air of it is apt to be, on the 
vague presumption, but addressed almost in especial to his dis- 
parities and oddities and thereby, no doubt, none too different 
from affection. His friends at all events were a rich and eager 
cenacle, among whom he was on occasion, by his picturesque per- 
sonality, a natural and overtopping centre; partly perhaps because 
he was so much and so familiarly at home. He wore, up to any 
hour of the afternoon, that long, colloquial dressing-gown, with 
trousers to match, which one has always associated with literature 
in France — ^the uniform really of freedom of talk. Freedom of talk 
abounded by his winter fire, for the cenacle was made up almost 
wholly of the more finely distinguished among his contemporaries; 
of philosophers, men of letters and men of affairs belonging to his 
own generation and the next. He had at the time I have in mind 
a small perch, far aloft, at the distant, the then almost suburban, 
end of the Faubourg Saint-Honore, where on Sunday afternoons, 
at the very top of an endless flight of stairs, were to be encoun- 
tered in a cloud of conversation and smoke most of the novelists 
of the general Balzac tradition. Others of a different birth and 
complexion were markedly not of the number, were not even con- 
ceivable as present; none of those, unless I misremember, whose 
fictions were at that time ‘serialised’ in the Revue des Deux 
Mondes. In spite of Renan and Taine and two or three more, the 
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contributor to the Revue would indeed at no time have found in the 
circle in question his foot on his native heath. One could recall if 
one would two or three vivid allusions to him, not of the most quot- 
able, on the lips of the most famous of ‘naturalists’— allusions 
to him as represented for instance by M. Victor Cherbuliez and 
M. Octave Feuillet. The author of these pages recalls a concise 
qualification of this last of his fellows on the lips of Emile Zola, 
which that absorbed auditor had too directly, too rashly asked for; 
but which is alas not reproducible here. There was little else but 
the talk, which had extreme intensity and variety; almost nothing, 
as I remember, but a painted and gilded idol, of considerable size, 
a relic and a memento, on the chimney-piece. Flaubert was huge 
and diffident, but florid too and resonant, and my main remem- 
brance is of a conception of courtesy in him, an accessibility to the 
human relation, that only wanted to be sure of the way taken or 
to take. The uncertainties of the French for the determination of 
intercourse have often struck me as quite matching the sharpness 
of their certainties, as we for the most part feel these latter, which 
sometimes in fact throw the indeterminate into almost touching 
relief. I have thought of them at such times as the people in the 
world one may have to go more of the way to meet than to meet 
any other, and this, as it were, through their being seated and 
embedded, provided for at home, in a manner that is all their own 
and that has bred them to the positive preacceptance of interest 
on their behalf. We at least of the Anglo-American race, more 
abroad in the world, perching everywhere, so far as grounds of in- 
tercourse are concerned, more vaguely and superficially, as well 
as less intelligently, are the more ready by that fact with inex- 
pensive accommodations, rather conscious that these themselves 
forbear from the claim to fascinate, and advancing with the good 
nature that is the mantle of our obtuseness to any point whatever 
where entertainment may be o;ffered us. My recollection is at any 
rate simplified by the fact of the presence almost always, in the 
little high room of the Faubourg’s end, of other persons and other 
voices. Flaubert’s own voice is clearest to me from the uneffaced 
sense of a winter week-day afternoon when I found him by ex- 
ception alone and when something led to his reading me aloud, in 
support of some judgment he had thrown off, a poem of Theophile 
Gautier’s. He cited it as an example of verse intensely and dis- 
tinctively French, and French in its melancholy, which neither 
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Goethe nor Heine nor Leopardi, neither Pushkin nor Tennyson 
nor, as he said, Byron, could at all have matched in kind,. He con- 
verted me at the moment to this perception, alike by the sense of 
the thing and by his large utterance of itj after which it is dread- 
ful to have to confess not only that the poem was then new to me, 
but that, hunt as I will in every volume of its author, I am never 
able to recover it. This is perhaps after all happy, causing Flau- 
bert’s own full tone, which was the note of the occasion, to linger 
the more unquenched. But for the rhyme in fact I could have be- 
lieved him to be spouting to me something strange and sonorous 
of his own. The thing really rare would have been to hear him do 
that — hear him gueuler, as he liked to call it. Verse, I felt, we had 
always with us, and almost any idiot of goodwill could give it a 
value. The value of so many a passage of Salammbo and of 
UEdmation was on the other hand exactly such as gained when 
he allowed himself, as had by the legend ever been frequent dms 
Emtimite, to ‘bellow’ it to its fullest effect. 

One of the things that make him most exhibitional and most 
describable, so that if we had invented him as an illustration or a 
character we would exactly so have arranged him, is that he was 
formed intellectually of two quite distinct compartments, a sense 
of the real and a sense of the romantic, and that his production, for 
our present cognizance, thus neatly and vividly divides itself. The 
divisions are as marked as the sections on the back of a scarab, 
though their distinctness is undoubtedly but the final expression 
of much inward strife. M. Faguet indeed, who is admirable on 
'this question of our author’s duality, gives an account of the 
romanticism that found its way for him into the real and of the 
reality that found its way into the romantic; but he none the less 
strikes us as a curious splendid insect sustained on wings of a dif- 
ferent coloration, the right a vivid red, say, and the left as frank 
a yellow. This duality has in its sharp operation placed Madame 
Bovary and UEducation on one side together and placed together 
on the other Salammbo and Ea Tentation. Bonvard et Becuchet 
it can scarce be spoken of, I think, as having placed anywhere or 
anyhow. If it was Flaubert’s way to find his subject impossible 
there was none he saw so much in that light as this last-named, 
but also none that he appears to have held so important for that 
very reason to pursue to the bitter end. Posterity agrees with him 
about the impossibility, but rather takes upon itself to break with 
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the rest of the logic. We may perhaps, however, for symmetry, 
let Botiva-rd et Pecuchet figure as the tail — if scarabs ever have 
tails— of our analogous insect. Only in that case we should also 
append as the very tip the small volume of the Trots Contes^ pre- 
ponderantly of the deepest imaginative hue. 

His imagination was great and splendid; in spite of which, 
strangely enough, his masterpiece is not his most imaginative work. 
Madame Bovary, beyond question, holds that first place, and 
Madame Bovary is concerned with the career of a country doctor’s 
wife in a petty Norman town. The elements of the picture are of 
the fewest, the situation of the heroine almost of the meanest, the 
material for interest, considering the interest yielded, of the most 
unpromising; but these facts only throw into relief one of those 
incalculable incidents that attend the proceedings of genius. 
Madame Bovary was doomed by circumstances and causes — ^the 
freshness of comparative youth and good faith on the author’s part 
being perhaps the chief— definitely to take its position, even 
though its subject was fundamentally a negation of the remote, the 
splendid and the strange, the stuff of his fondest and most culti- 
vated dreams. It would have seemed very nearly to exclude the 
free play of the imagination, and the way this faculty on the 
author’s part nevertheless presides is one of those accidents, 
manoeuvres, inspirations, we hardly know what to call them, by 
which masterpieces grow. He of course knew more or less what he 
was doing for his book in making Emma Bovary a victim of the 
imaginative habit, but he must have been far from designing or 
measuring the total effect which renders the work so general, so 
complete an expression of himself. His separate idiosyncrasies, his 
irritated sensibility to the life about him, with the power to catch 
it in the fact and hold it hard, and his hunger for style and history 
and poetry, for the rich and the rare, great reverberations, great 
adumbrations, are here represented together as they are not in his 
later writings. There is nothing of the near, of the directly ob- 
served, though there may be much of the directly perceived and 
the minutely detailed, either in Salammbo or in Saint- Antoine, 
and little enough of the extravagance of illusion in that indefin- 
able last word of restrained evocation and cold execution UEduca- 
tion sentimentale. M. Faguet has of course excellently noted this 
— ^that the fortime and felicity of the book were assured by the 
stroke that made the central figure an embodiment of helpless 
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romanticism. Flaubert himself but narrowly escaped being such 
an embodiment after all, and he is thus able to express the roman- 
tic mind with extraordinary truth. As to the rest of the matter he 
had the luck of having been in possession from the first, having 
begun so early to nurse and work up his plan that, familiarity and 
the native air, the native soil, aiding, he had finally made out to 
the last lurking shade the small sordid sunny dusty village pic- 
ture, its emptiness constituted and peopled. It is in the background 
and the accessories that the real, the real of his theme, abides 5 
and the romantic, the romantic of his theme, accordingly occupies 
the front. Emma Bovary’s poor adventures are a tragedy for the 
very reason that in a world unsuspecting, unassisting, unconsoling, 
she has herself to distil the rich and the rare. Ignorant, unguided, 
undiverted, ridden by the very nature and mixture of her con- 
sciousness, she makes of the business an inordinate failure, a failure 
which in its turn makes for Flaubert the most pointed, the most 
told of anecdotes. 

There are many things to say about Madame Bovary, but an 
old admirer of the book would be but half-hearted — so far as they 
represent reserves or puzzlements — ^were he not to note first of all 
the circumstances by which it is most endeared to him. To remem- 
ber it from far back is to have been present all along at a process of 
singular interest to a literary mind, a case indeed full of comfort 
and cheer. The finest of Flaubert’s novels is to-day, on the French 
shelf of fiction, one of the first of the classics j it has attained that 
position, slowly but steadily, before our eyes; and we seem so to 
follow the evolution of the fate of a classic. We see how the thing 
takes place j which we rarely can, for we mostly miss either the 
beginning or the end, especially in the case of a consecration as 
complete as this. The consecrations of the past are too far behind 
and those of the future too far in front. That the production be- 
fore us should have come in for the heavenly crown may be a fact 
to offer English and American readers a mystifying side 3 but it is 
exactly our ground and a part moreover of the total interest. The 
author of these remarks remembers, as with a sense of the way 
such things happen, that when a very young person in Paris he 
took up from the parental table the latest number of the periodical 
in which Flaubert’s then duly unrecognized masterpiece was in 
course of publication. The moment is not historic, but it was to 
become in the light of history, as may be said, so unforgettable 
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that every small feature of it yet again lives for him: it rests there 
like the backward end of the span. The cover of the old Revue de 
Paris was yellow, if I mistake not, like that of the new, and 
Madame Bovary: Mosurs de Province, on the inside of it, was al- 
ready, on the spot, as a title, mysteriously arresting, inscrutably 
charged. I was ignorant of what had preceded and was not to know 
till much later what followed; but present to me still is the act 
of standing there before the fire, my back against the low be- 
plushed and begarnished French chimney-piece and taking in what 
I might of that instalment, taking it in with so surprised an in- 
terest, and perhaps as well such a stir of faint foreknowledge, that 
the sunny little salon, the autumn day, the window ajar and the 
cheerful outside clatter of the Rue Montaigne are all now for me 
more or less in the story and the story more or less in them. The 
story, however, was at that moment having a difficult life; its 
fortune was all to make; its merit was so far from suspected that, 
as Maxime Du Camp — though verily with no excess of contrition 
— ^relates, its cloth of gold barely escaped the editorial shears. This, 
with much more, contributes for us to the course of things to 
come. The book, on its appearance as a volume, proved a shock to 
the high propriety of the guardians of public morals under the 
second Empire, and Flaubert was prosecuted as author of a work 
indecent to scandal. The prosecution in the event fell to the 
ground, but I should perhaps have mentioned this agitation as one 
of the very few, of any public order, in his short list, he Candidas 
fell at the Vaudeville Theatre, several years later, with a violence 
indicated by its withdrawal after a performance of but two nights, 
the first of these marked by a deafening uproar; only if the 
comedy was not to recover from this acddent the misprized lustre 
of the novel was entirely to reassert itself. It is strange enough 
at present — so far have we travelled since then — ^that Madame 
Bovary should in so comparatively recent a past have been to that 
extent a cause of reprobation; and suggestive above all, in such 
connections, as to the large unconsciousness of superior minds. The 
desire of the superior mind of the day — ^that is the governmental, 
official, legal — ^to distinguish a book with such a destiny before it is 
a case conceivable, but conception breaks down before its design 
of making the distinction purely invidious. We can imagine its 
knowing so little, however face to face with the object, what it had 
got hold of; but for it to have been so urged on by a blind inward 
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Spring to publish to posterity the extent of its ignorance, that would 
have been beyond imagination, beyond everything but pity. 

And yet it is not after all that the place the book has taken is 
so overwhelmingly explained by its inherent dignity j for here 
comes in the curiosity of the matter. Here comes in especially its 
fund of admonition for alien readers. The dignity of its substance 
is the digmty of Madame Bovary herself as a vessel of experience 
— a question as to which, unmistakably, I judge, we can only de- 
part from the consensus of French critical opinion. M. Faguet for 
example commends the character of the heroine as one of the most 
living and discriminated figures of women in all literature, praises 
it as a field for the display of the romantic spirit that leaves 
nothing to be desired. Subject to an observation I shall presently 
make and that bears heavily In general, I think, on Flaubert as a 
painter of life, subject to this restriction he is right j which is a 
proof that a work of art may be markedly open to objection and 
at the same time be rare in its kind, and that when it is perfect to 
this point nothing else particularly matters. M.adame Bovary has 
a perfection that not only stamps it, but that makes it stand almost 
alone} it holds Itself with such a supreme unapproachable assur- 
ance as both excites and defies judgment. For it deals not in the 
least, as to unapproachability, with things exalted or refined} it 
only confers on its sufficiently vulgar elements of exhibition a final 
unsurpassable form. The form is in itself as interesting, as active, 
as much of the essence of the subject as the idea, and yet so dose 
is its fit and so inseparable its life that we catch it at no moment on 
any errand of its own. That verily is to be interesting — all round} 
that is to be genuine and whole. The work is a dassic because the 
thing, such as It Is, is ideally done, and because it shows that in 
such doing eternal beauty may dwell. A pretty young woman who 
lives, socially and morally speaking, in a hole, and who is ignorant, 
foolish, flimsy, unhappy, takes a pair of lovers by whom she is 
successively deserted} in the midst of the bewilderment of which, 
giving up her husband and her child, letting everything go, she 
sinks deeper into duplicity, debt, despair, and arrives on the spot, 
on the small scene itself of her poor depravities, at a pitiful tragic 
end. In especial she does these things while remaining absorbed in 
romantic Intention and vision, and she remains absorbed in ro- 
mantic intention and vision while fairly rolling in the dust. That 
is the triumph of the book as the triumph stands, that Emma in- 
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terests us by the nature o£ her consciousness and the play of her 
mind, thanks to the reality and beauty with which those sources 
are invested. It is not only that they represent her state; they are 
so true, so observed and felt, and especially so shown, that they 
represent the state, actual or potential, of all persons like her, per- 
sons romantically determined. Then her setting, the medium in 
which she struggles, becomes in its way as important, becomes emi- 
nent with the eminence of art; the tiny world in which she re- 
volves, the contracted cage in which she flutters, is hung out in 
space for her, and her companions in captivity there are as true 
as herself. 

I have said enough to show what I mean by Flaubert’s having 
in this picture expressed something of his intimate self, given his 
heroine something of his own imagination: a point precisely that 
brings me back to the restriction at which I just now hinted, in 
which M. Faguet fails to indulge and yet which is immediate for 
the alien reader. Our complaint is that Emma Bovary, iif spite of 
the nature of her consciousness and in spite of her reflecting so 
much that of her creator, is really too small an affair. This, criti- 
cally speaking, is in view both of the value and the fortune of her 
history, a wonderful circumstance. She associates herself with 
Frederic Moreau in UEducation to suggest for us a question that 
can be answered, I hold, only to Flaubert’s detnment. Emma 
taken alone would possibly not so directly press it, but in her com- 
pany the hero of our author’s second study of the ‘real’ drives it 
home. Why did Flaubert choose, as special conduits of the life he 
proposed to depict, such inferior and in the case of Frederic such 
abject human specimens? I insist only in respect to the latter, the 
perfection of Madame Bovary scarce leaving one much warrant 
for wishing anything other. Even here, however, the general scale 
and size of Emma, who is small even of her sort, should be a 
warning to hyperbole. If I say that in the matter of Frederic at all 
events the answer is inevitably detrimental I mean that it weighs 
heavily on our author’s general credit. He wished in each case to 
make a picture of experience — middling experience, it is true — 
and of the world close to him; but if he imagined nothing better 
for his purpose than such a heroine and such a hero, both such 
limited reflectors and registers, we are forced to believe it to have 
been by a defect of his mind. And that sign of weakness remains 
even if it be objected that the images in question were addressed to 



136 THE ART OF FICTION 

his purpose better than others would have been: the purpose itself 
then shows as inferior. UEducation sentimental^ is a strange, an 
indescribable work, about which there would be many more things 
to say than I have space for, and all of them of the deepest in- 
terest, It is moreover, to simplify my statement, very much less 
satisfying a thing, less pleasing whether in its unity or its variety, 
than its specific predecessor. But take it as we will, for a success or 
a failure — M. Faguet indeed ranks it, by the measure of its quan- 
tity of intention, a failui-e, and I on the whole agree with him — 
the personage offered us as bearing the weight of the drama, and 
in whom we are invited to that extent to interest ourselves, leaves 
us mainly wondering what our entertainer could have been think- 
ing of. He takes Frederic Moreau on the threshold of life and 
conducts him to the extreme of maturity without apparently sus- 
pecting for a moment either our wonder or our protest — ‘Why, 
why him?’ Frederic is positively too poor for his part, too scant 
for his charge; and we feel with a kind of embarrassment, certainly 
with a kind of compassion, that it is somehow the business of a 
protagonist to prevent in his designer an excessive waste of faith. 
When I speak of the faith in Emma Bovary as proportionately 
wasted I reflect on M. Faguet’s judgment that she is from the 
point of view of deep interest richly or at least roundedly repre- 
sentative. Representative of what.? he makes us ask even while 
granting all the grounds of misery and tragedy involved. The plea 
for her is the plea made for all the figures that live without evapo- 
ration under the painter’s hand — ^that they are not only particular 
persons but types of their kind, and as valid in one light as in the 
other. It is Emma’s ‘kind’ that I question for this responsibility, 
even if it be inquired of me why I then fail to question that of 
Charles Bovary, in its perfection, or that of the inimitable, the 
immortal Homais. If we express Emma’s deficiency as the pov- 
erty of her consciousness for the typical function, it is certainly 
not, one must admit, that she is surpassed in this respect either by 
her platitudinous husband or by his friend the pretentious apothe- 
cary. The difference is none the less somehow in the fact that they 
are respectively studies but of their character and office, which 
function in each expresses adequately all they are. It may be, I 
concede, because Emma is the only woman in the book that she is 
taken by M. Faguet as jemininely typical, typical in the larger il- 
lustrative way, whereas the others pass with him for images 



GUSTAVE FLAUBERT 


137 

Specifically conditioned. Emma is this same for myself ^ I plead 5 
she is conditioned to such an excess of the specific, and the specific 
in her case leaves out so many even of the commoner elements of 
conceivable life in a woman when we are invited to see that life 
as pathetic, as dramatic agitation, that we challenge both the 
author’s and the ci*itic’s scale of importances. The book is a picture 
of the middling as much as they like, but does Emma attain even 
to that? Hers is a narrow middling even for a little imaginative 
person whose ^social’ significance is small. It is greater on the 
whole than her capacity of consciousness, taking this all round j 
and so, in a word, we feel her less illustrational than she might 
have been not only if the world had offered her more points of 
contact, but if she had had more of these to give it. 

We meet Frederic first, we remain with him long, as a moyefiy 
a provincial bourgeois of the mid-century, educated and not with- 
out fortune, thereby with freedom, in whom the life of his day 
reflects itself. Yet the life of his day, on Flaubert’s showing, hangs 
together with the poverty of Frederic’s own inward or for that 
matter outward life 5 so that, the whole thing being, for scale, in- 
tention and extension, a sort of epic of the usual (with the Revolu-, 
tion of 1848 introduced indeed as an episode), it affects us as an 
epic without air, without wings to lift it 3 reminds us in fact more 
than anything else of a huge balloon, all of silk pieces strongly 
sewn together and patiently blown up, but that absolutely refuses 
to leave the ground. The discrimination I here make as against 
our author is, however, the only one inevitable in a series of re- 
marks so brief. What it really represents — and nothing could be 
more curious — ^is that Frederic enjoys his position not only with- 
out the aid of a single ^sympathetic’ character of consequence, but 
even without the aid of one with whom we can directly communi- 
cate. Can we communicate with the central personage? or would 
we really if we could? A hundred times no, and if he himself can 
communicate with the people shown us as surrounding him this 
only proves him of their kind. Flaubert on his ^reaP side was in 
truth an ironic painter, and ironic to a tune that makes his final 
accepted state, his present literary dignity and ^classic’ peace, 
superficially anomalous. There is an explanation to which I shall 
immediately corner but I find myself feeling for a moment longer 
in presence of UEducation how much more interesting a writer 
may be on occasion by the given failure than by the given success. 
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Successes pure and simple disconnect and dismiss himj failures — 
though I admit they must be a bit qualified — keep him in touch 
and in relation. Thus it is that as the work of a ‘grand ecrivain’ 
UEducation, large, laboured, immensely ‘written,’ with beauti- 
ful passages and a general emptiness, with a kind of leak in its 
stored sadness, moreover, by which its moral dignity escapes — 
thus it is that Flaubert’s ill-starred novel is a curiosity for a literary 
museum. Thus it is also that it suggests a hundred reflections, and 
suggests perhaps most of them directly to the intending labourer 
in the same field. If in short, as I have said, Flaubert is the novel- 
ist’s novelist, this performance does more than any other toward 
making him so. 

I have to add in the same connection that I had not lost sight 
of Madame Arnoux, the main ornament of UEducation, in pro- 
nouncing just above on its deficiency in the sympathetic. Madame 
Arnoux is exactly the author’s one marked attempt, here or else- 
where, to represent beauty otherwise than for the senses, beauty 
of character and lifej and what becomes of the attempt is a matter 
highly significant. M. Faguet praises with justice his conception of 
the figure and of the relation, the relation that never bears fruit, 
that keeps Frederic adoring her, through hindrance and change, 
from the beginning of life to the end; that keeps her, by the same 
constraint, forever immaculately ‘good,’ from youth to age, though 
deeply moved and cruelly tempted and sorely tried. Her contacts 
with her adorer are not even frequent, in proportion to the field 
of time; her conditions of fortune, of association and occupation are 
almost sordid, and we see them with the march of the drama, such 
as it is, become more and more so; besides which — I again remem- 
ber that M. Faguet excellently notes it — ^nothing in the nature of 
‘parts’ is attributed to her; not only is she not presented as clever, 
she is scarce invested with a character at all. Almost nothing that 
she says is repeated, almost nothing that she does is shown. She is 
an image none the less beautiful and vague, an image of passion 
cherished and abjured, renouncing all sustenance and yet persist- 
ing in life. Only she has for real distinction the extreme draw- 
back that she is offered us quite preponderantly through Frederic’s 
vision of her, that we see her practically in no other light. Now 
Flaubert unfortunately has not been able not so to discredit 
Frederic’s vision in general, his vision of everyone and everything, 
and in particular of his own life, that it makes a medium good 
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enough to convey adequately a noble impression. Madame Ar- 
noux is of course ever so much the best thing in his life— which is 
saying little j but his life is made up of such queer material that 
we find ourselves displeased at her being W it on whatever terms j 
all the more that she seems scarcely to affect, improve or deter- 
mine it. Her creator in short never had a more awkward idea than 
this attempt to give us the benefit of such a conception in such a 
way 5 and even though I have still something else to say about 
that I may as well speak of it at once as a mistake that gravely 
counts against him. It is but one of three, no doubt, in all his 
work 5 but I shall not, I trust, pass for extravagant if I call it the 
most indicative. What makes it so is its being the least superficial 3 
the two others are, so to speak, intellectual, while this is somehow 
moral. It was a mistake, as I have already hinted, to propose to 
register in so mean a consciousness as that of such a hero so large 
and so mixed a quantity of life as U Education clearly intends 3 
and it was a mistake of the tragic sort that is a theme mainly for 
silence to have embarked on Bouvard et Pecuchet at all, not to 
have given it up sooner than be given up by it. But these were at 
the worst not wholly compromising blunders. What was com- 
promising — and the great point is that it remained so, that nothing 
has an equal weight against it — ^is the unconsciousness of error in 
respect to the opportunity that would have coimted as his finest. 
We feel not so much that Flaubert misses it, for that we could 
bear 3 but that he doesn’t know he misses it is what stamps the 
blunder. We do not pretend to say how he might have shown us 
Madame Arnoux better — that was his own affair. What is ours 
is that he really thought he was showing her as well as he could, 
or as she might be shown 3 at which we veil our face. For once that 
he had a conception quite apart, apart I mean from the array of 
his other conceptions and more delicate than any, he Vent,’ as we 
say, and spoiled it. Let me add in all tenderness, and to make up 
for possibly too much insistence, that it is the only stain on his 
shield 3 let me even confess that I should not wonder if, when all 
is said, it is a blemish no one has ever noticed. 

Perhaps no one has ever noticed either what was present to me 
just above as the partial makeweight there glanced at, the fact that 
in the midst of this general awkwardness, as I have called it, there 
is at the same time a danger so escaped as to entitle our author to 
full credit. I scarce know how to put it with little enough of the 



140 the art of fiction 

ungracious, but I think that even the true Flaubertist finds him- 
self wondering a little that some flaw of taste, some small but un- 
fortunate lapse by the way, should as a matter of fact not somehow 
or somewhere have waited on the demonstration of the platonic 
purity prevailing between this heroine and her hero — so far as we 
do find that image projected. It is alike difl&cult to indicate without 
offence or to ignore without unkindness a fond reader’s apprehen- 
sion here of a possibility of the wrong touch, the just perceptibly 
false note. I would not have staked my life on Flaubert’s security of 
instinct in such a connection — as an absolutely fine and predeter- 
mined security 5 and yet in the event that felicity has settled, there is 
not so much as the lightest wrong breath (speaking of the matter in 
this light of tact and taste) or the shade of a crooked stroke. One 
exclaims at the end of the question ^Dear old Flaubert after all — !’ 
and perhaps so risks seeming to patronize for fear of not making 
a point. The point made for what it is worth, at any rate, I am 
the more free to recover the benefit of what I mean by critical 
^tenderness’ in our general connection — expressing in it as I do 
our general respect, and my own particular, for our author’s 
method and process and history, and my sense of the luxury of 
such a sentiment at such a vulgar literary time. It is a respect posi- 
tive and settled and the thing that has most to do with conse- 
crating for us that loyalty to him as the novelist of the novelist — 
unlike as it is even the best feeling inspired by any other member 
of the craft. He may stand for our operative conscience or our 
vicarious sacrifice 5 animated by a sense of literary honour, at- 
tached to an ideal of perfection, incapable of lapsing in fine from 
a self-respect, that enable us to sit at ease, to surrender to the age, 
to indulge in whatever comparative meannesses (and no meanness 
in art is so mean as the sneaking economic) we may find most 
comfortable or profitable. May it not in truth be said that we prac- 
tise our industry, so many of us, at relatively little cost just be- 
cause poor Flaubert, producing the most expensive fictions ever 
written, so handsomely paid for it? It is as if this put it in our 
power to produce cheap and thereby sell dear 5 as if, so expressing 
it, literary honour being by his example effectively secure for the 
firm at large and the general concern, on its whole esthetic side, 
floated once for all, we find our individual attention free for 
literary and esthetic indifference. All the while we thus lavish our 
indifference the spirit of the author of Madame Bovary y in the 
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cross-light of the old room above the Seine, is trying to the last 
admiration for the thing itself. That production puts the matter 
into a nutshell: Madame Bovary, subject to whatever qualifica- 
tion, is absolutely the most literary of novels, so literary that it 
covers us with its mantle. It shows us once for all that there is no 
intrinsic call for a debasement of the type. The mantle I speak of 
is wrought with surpassing fineness, and we may always, under 
stress of whatever charge of illiteracy, frivolity, vulgarity, flaunt 
it as the flag of the guild. Let us therefore frankly concede that to 
surround Flaubert with our consideration is the least return we 
can make for such a privilege. The consideration moreover is idle 
unless it be real, unless it be intelligent enough to measure his 
effort and his success. Of the effort as mere effort I have already 
spoken, of the desperate difiiculty involved for him in making his 
form square with his conception j and I by no means attach general 
importance to these secrets of the work-shop, which are but as 
the contortions of the fastidious muse who is the servant of the 
oracle. They are really rather secrets of the kitchen and contor- 
tions of the priestess of that tripod — ^they are not an upstairs mat- 
ter. It is of their specially distinctive importance I am now speak- 
ing, of the light shed on them by the results before us. 

They all represent the pursuit of a style, of the ideally right 
one for its relations, and would still be interesting if the style had 
not been achieved. Madame Bovary, Salammbd, Saint- Antoine, 
UEdncation are so written and so composed (though the last- 
named in a minor degree) that the more we look at them the more 
we find in them, under this head, a beauty of intention and of 
effect; the more they figure in the too often dreary desert of fic- 
tional prose a class by themselves and a little living oasis. So far 
as that desert is of the complexion of our own English speech it 
supplies with remarkable rarity this particular source of refresh- 
ment. So strikingly is that the case, so scant for the most part any 
dream of a scheme of beauty in these connections, that a critic be- 
trayed at artless moments into a plea for composition may find 
himself as blankly met as if his plea were for trigonometry. He 
makes inevitably his reflections, which are numerous enough; one 
of them being that if we turn our back so squarely, so universally 
to this order of considerations it is because the novel is so prepon- 
derantly cultivated among us by women, in other words by a sex 
ever gracefully, comfortably, enviably unconscious (it would be 
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too much to call them even suspicious) of the requirements of 
form. The case is at any rate sharply enough made for us, or 
against us, by the circumstance that women are held to have 
achieved on all our ground, in spite of this weakness and others, 
as great results as any. The judgment is undoubtedly founded: 
Jane Austen was instinctive and charming, and the other recogni- 
tions — even over the heads of the ladies, some of them, from 
Fielding to Pater — are obvious; without, however, in the least 
touching my contention. For signal examples of what composition, 
distribution, arrangement can do, of how they intensify the life 
of a work of art, we have to go elsewhere; and the value of Flau- 
bert for us is that he admirably points the moral. This is the ex- 
planation of the ^classic’ fortune of Madame Bovary in especial, 
though I may add that also of Herodias and Saint-Julien PHos- 
pitalier in the Trois Contes^ as well as an aspect of these works 
endlessly suggestive. I spoke just now of the small field of the 
picture in the longest of them, the small capacity, as I called it, 
of the vessel; yet the way the thing is done not only triumphs over 
the question of value but in respect to it fairly misleads and con- 
founds us. Where else shall we find in anything proportionately so 
small such an air of dignity of size? Flaubert made things big — 
it was his way, his ambition and his necessity; and I say this while 
remembering that in UEducation (in proportion I mean again) 
the effect has not been produced. The subject of UEdmation is in 
spite of Frederic large, but an indefinable shrinkage has overtaken 
it in the execution. The exception so marked, however, is single; 
Salammho and Saint- Antoine are both at once very ‘heavy’ con- 
ceptions and very consistently and splendidly high applications of 
a manner. 

It is in this assured manner that the lesson sits aloft, that the 
spell for the critical reader resides; and if the conviction under 
which Flaubert labours is more and more grossly discredited 
among us his compact mass is but the greater. He regarded the 
work of art as existing but by its expression, and defied us to name 
any other measure of its life that is not a stultification. He held 
style to be accordingly an indefeasible part of it, and found beauty, 
interest and distinction as dependent on it for emergence as a let- 
ter committed to the post office is dependent on an addressed en- 
velope. Strange enough it may well appear to us to have to apolo- 
gize for such notions as eccentric. There are persons who con- 
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sider that style comes o£ itself— we see and hear at present, I 
think, enough of them; and to whom he would doubtless have 
remarked that it goes, of itself, still faster. The thing naturally 
differs in fact with the nature of the imagination; the question is 
one of proprieties and affinities, sympathy and proportion. The 
sympathy of the author of Salammbo was all with the magnificent, 
his imagination for the phrase as variously noble or ignoble in 
itself, contributive or destructive, adapted and harmonious or 
casual and common. The worse among such possibilities have been 
multiplied by the infection of bad writing, and he denied that the 
better ever do anything so obliging as to come of themselves. They 
scarcely indeed for Flaubert ‘came’ at all; their arrival was de- 
termined only by fasting and prayer or by patience of pursuit, the 
arts of the chase, long waits and watches, figuratively speaking, 
among the peaks or by the waters. The production of a book was 
of course made inoi'dmately slow by the fatigue of these meas- 
ures; in illustration of which his letters often record that it has 
taken him three days ’ to arrive at one right sentence, tested by 
the pitch of his ideal of the right for the suggestion aimed at. His 
difficulties drew from the author, as I have mentioned, much re- 
sounding complaint; but those voices have ceased to trouble us 
and the final voice remains. No feature of the whole business is 
more edifying than the fact that he in the first place never misses 
style and in the second never appears to have beaten about for it. 
That betrayal is of course the worst betrayal of all, and I think 
the way he has escaped it the happiest form of the peace that has 
finally visited him. It was truly a wonderful success to be so the 
devotee of the phrase and yet never its victim. Fine as he in- 
veterately desired it should be he still never lost sight of the ques- 
tion Fine for what.? It is always so related and associated, so prop- 
erly part of something else that is in turn part of something other, 
part of a reference, a tone, a passage, a page, that the simple may 

It was true, delightfully true, that, extravagance in this province of his life, 
though apparently in no other, being Flaubert’s necessity and law, he delibeiated 
and hung fire, wrestled, retreated and returned, indulged generally in a tragi- 
comedy of waste 5 which I recall a charming expression of on the lips of Edmond 
de Goncourt, who quite recognized the heroic legend, but piettily qualified it’ 
‘II faut vous dire qu’il y avait la-dedans beaucoup de coucheries et d’ecole buis- 
soniere ’ And he related how on the occasion of a stay with his friend under the 
roof of the Princess Mathilde, the friend, missed during the middle hours of a 
fine afternoon. Was found to have undressed himself and gone to bed to think! 
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enjoy it for its least bearing and the initiated for its greatest. That 
surely is to be a writer of the first order, to resemble when in the 
hand and however closely viewed a shapely crystal box, and yet 
to be seen when placed on the table and opened to contain innu- 
merable compartments, springs and tricks. One is ornamental 
either way, but one is in the second way precious too. 

The crystal box then figures the style of Salammbo and Saint- 
Antoine in a greater degree than that of hova/ry^ because, as the 
two former express the writer’s romantic side, he, had in them, 
while equally covering his tracks, still further to fare and still 
more to hunt. Beyond this allusion to their completing his duality 
I shall not attempt closely to characterize themj though I admit 
that in not insisting on them I press most lightly on the scale into 
which he had in his own view cast his greatest pressure. He la- 
mented the doom that drove him so oddly, so ruefully, to choose 
his subjects, but he lamented it least when these subjects were 
most pompous and most exotic, feeling as he did that they had 
then after all most affinity with his special eloquence. In dealing 
with the near, the directly perceived, he had to keep down his 
tone, to make the eloquence small; though with the consequence, 
as we have seen, that in spite of such precautions the whole thing 
mostly insists on being ample. The familiar, that is, under his touch, 
took on character, importance, extension, one scarce knows what 
to call it, in order to carry the style or perhaps rather, as we may 
say, sit with proper ease in the vehicle, and there was accordingly 
a limit to its smallness; whereas in the romantic books, the pre- 
ferred world of Flaubert’s imagination, there was practically no 
need of compromise. The compromise gave him throughout end- 
less trouble, and nothing would be more to the point than to show, 
had I space, why in particular it distressed him. It was obviously 
his strange predicament that the only spectacle open to him by 
experience and direct knowledge was the bourgeois, which on that 
ground imposed on him successively his three so intensely bour- 
geois themes. He was obliged to treat these themes, which he 
hated, because his experience left him no alternative; his only 
alternative was given by history, geography, philosophy, fancy, 
the world of erudition and of imagination, the world especially of 
this last. In the bourgeois sphere his ideal of expression laboured 
under protest; in the other, the imagined, the projected, his need 
for facts, for matter, and his pursuit of them, sat no less heavily. 
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But as his style all the while required a certain exercise of pride 
he was on the whole more at home in the exotic than in the' 
familiar; he escaped above all in the former connection the asso- 
ciations, the disparities he detested. He could be frankly noble in 
Salammbo and S ciint- Antoine , whereas in Bovary and UEducation 
he could be but circuitously and insidiously so. He could in the 
one case cut his coat according to his cloth — ^if we mean by his 
cloth his predetermined tone, while in the other he had to take 
it already cut. Singular enough in his life the situation so consti- 
tuted; the comparatively meagre human consciousness — for we 
must come back to that in him — struggling with the absolutely 
large artistic; and the large artistic half wreaking itself on the 
meagre human and half seeking a refuge from it, as well as a re- 
venge against it, in something quite different. 

Flaubert had in fact command of two refuges which he worked 
in turn. The first of these was the attitude of irony, so constant in 
him that UEducation bristles and hardens with it and Bouvard et 
Pecuchet — strangest of ‘poetic’ justices — ^is made as dry as sand 
and as heavy as lead; the second only was, by processes, by jour- 
neys the most expensive, to get away altogether. And we inevitably 
ask ourselves whether, eschewing the policy of flight, he might not 
after all have fought out his case a little more on the spot. Might 
he not have addressed himself to the human still otherwise than 
in UEducation and in Bouvard? When one thinks of the view 
of the life of his country, of the vast French community and its 
constituent creatures, offered in these productions, one declines to 
believe it could make up the whole vision of a man of his quality. 
Or when all was said and done was he absolutely and exclusively 
condemned to irony? The second refuge I speak of, the getting 
away from the human, the congruously and measurably human, 
altogether, perhaps becomes in the light of this possibility but an 
irony the more. Carthage and the Thebaid, Salammbo, Spendius, 
Matho, Hannon, Saint Anthony, Hilarion, the Paternians, the 
Marcosians and the Carpocratians, what are all these, inviting be- 
cause queer, but a confession of supreme impatience with the actual 
and the near, often queer enough too, no doubt, but not consol- 
ingly, not transcendently? Last remains the question whether, 
even if our author’s immediate as distinguished from his remote 
view had had more reach, the particular gift we claim for him, the 
perfection of arrangement and form, would have had in certain 
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directions the acquired flexibility. States of mind, states of soul, 
of the simpler kind, the kinds supposable in the Emma Bovarys, 
the Frederics, the Bouvards and the Pecuchets, to say nothing of 
the Carthaginians and the Eremites — for Flaubert’s eremites are 
eminently artless — these conditions represent, I think, his proved 
psychological range. And that throws us back remarkably, almost 
confoundingly, upon another face of the general anomaly. The 
‘gift’ was of the greatest, a force in itself, in virtue of which he is 
a consummate writer} and yet there are whole sides of life to 
which it was never addressed and which it apparently quite failed 
to suspect as a field of exercise. If he never approached the com- 
plicated character in man or woman — Emma Bovary is not the 
least little bit complicated — or the really furnished, the finely 
civilized, was this because, surprisingly, he could not.? Uame fra^p- 
gdse at all events shows in him but ill. 

This undoubtedly marks a limit, but limits are for the critic 
familiar country, and he may mostly well feel the prospect wide 
enough when he finds something positively well enough done. By 
disposition or by obligation Flaubert selected, and though his 
selection was in some respects narrow he stops not too short to 
have left us three really ‘cast’ works and a fourth of several per- 
fect parts, to say nothing of the element of perfection, of the super- 
lative for the size, in his three nouvelles. What he attempted he at- 
tempted in a spirit that gives an extension to the idea of the achiev- 
able and the achieved in a literary thing, and it is by this that we 
contentedly gauge the matter. As success goes in this world of the 
approximate it may pass for success of the greatest. If I am unable 
to pursue the proof of my remark in Sdammho and Saint-Antoine 
it is because I have also had to select and have found the questions 
connected with their two companions more interesting. There are 
numerous judges, I hasten to mention, who, showing the opposite 
preference, lose themselves with rapture in the strange bristling 
archaeological picture — ^yet all amazingly vivified and co-ordinated 
— of the Carthaginian mercenaries in revolt and the sacred veil of 
the great goddess profaned and stolen} as well in the still more 
peopled panorama of the ancient sects, superstitions and mytholo- 
gies that swim in the desert before the fevered eyes of the Saint. 
One may be able, however, at once to breathe more freely in 
Bovary than in Salcmmho and yet to hope that there is no inten- 
tion of the latter that one has missed. The great intention certainly, 



GUSTAVE FLAUBERT 


147 

and little as we may be sweetly beguiled, holds us fastj which is 
simply the author’s indomitable purpose of fully pervading his 
field. There are countries beyond the sea in which tracts are al- 
lowed to settlers on condition that they will really, not nominally, 
cultivate them. Flaubert is on his romantic ground like one of these 
settlers; he makes good with all his might his title to his tract, and 
in a way that shows how it is not only for him a question of safety 
but a question of honour. Honour demands that he shall set up his 
home and his faith there in such a way that every inch of the sur- 
face be planted or paved. He would have been ashamed merely to 
encamp and, after the fashion of most other adventurers, knock 
up a log hut among charred stumps. This was not what would 
have been for him taking artistic possession, it was not what would 
have been for him even personal honour, let alone literary; and 
yet the general lapse from integrity was a thing that, wherever he 
looked, he saw not only condoned but acclaimed and rewarded. He 
lived, as he felt, in an age of mean production and cheap criticism, 
the practical upshot of which took on for him a name that was 
often on his lips. He called it the hatred of literature, a hatred in 
the midst of which, the most literary of men, he found himself ap- 
pointed to suffer. I may not, however, follow him in that direction 
— which would take us far; and the less that he was for himself 
after all, in spite of groans and imprecations, a man of resources 
and remedies, and that there was always his possibility of building 
himself in. 

This he did equally in aU his books— -built himself into literature 
by means of a material put together with extraordinary art; but it 
leads me again to the question of what such a stiff ideal imposed 
on him for the element of exactitude. This element, in the ro- 
mantic, was his merciless law; it was perhaps even in the romantic 
that — if there could indeed be degrees for him in such matters — 
he most despised the loose and the more-or-less. To be intensely 
definite and perfectly positive, to know so well what he meant that 
he could at every point strikingly and conclusively verify it, was 
the first of his needs; and if in addition to being thus synthetically 
final he could be strange and sad and terrible, and leave the cause 
of these effects inscrutable, success then had for him its highest 
savour. We feel the inscrutability in those memorable few words 
that put before us Frederic Moreau’s start upon his vain course 
of travel, T1 connfit alors la melancholie des paquebots;’ an image 
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to the last degree comprehensive and embracing, but which haunts 
us, in its droll pathos, without our quite knowing why. But he was 
really never so pleased as when he could be both rare and precise 
about the dreadful. His own sense of all this, as I have already in- 
dicated, was that beauty comes with expression, that expression is 
creation, that it makes the reality, and only in the degree in which 
it exquisitely, expression; and that we move in literature 
through a world of different values and relations, a blest world in 
which we know nothing except by style, but in which also every- 
thing is saved by it, and m which the image is thus always superior 
to the thing itself. This quest and multiplication of the image, the 
image tested and warranted and consecrated for the occasion, was 
accordingly his high elegance, to which he too much sacrificed and 
to which Salammbo and partly Saint-Antoine are monstrous monu- 
ments. Old cruelties and perversities, old wonders and errors and 
terrors, endlessly appealed to him; they constitute the unhuman 
side of his work, and if we have not the bribe of curiosity, of a 
lively interest in method, or rather in evocation just as evocation, 
we tread our way among them, especially in Salammbo, with a re- 
serve too dry for our pleasure. To my own view the curiosity and 
the literary interest are equal in dealing with the non-romantic 
books, and the world presented, the aspects and agents, are less de- 
terrent and more amenable both to our own social and expressional 
terms. Style itself moreover, with all respect to Flaubert, never 
totally beguiles; since even when we are so queerly constituted as 
to be ninety-nine parts literary we are still a hundredth part some- 
thing else. This hundredth part may, once we possess the book — 
or the book possesses us — make us imperfect as readers, and yet 
without it should we want or get the book at all? The curiosity at 
any rate, to repeat, is even greatest for me in Madame Bovary, 
say, for here I can measure, can more directly appreciate, the terms. 
The aspects and impressions being of an experience conceivable to 
me I am more touched by the beauty'; my interest gets more of 
the benefit of the beauty even though this be not intrinsically 
greater. Which brings back our appreciation inevitably at last to 
the question of our author’s lucidity. 

I have sufiiciently remarked that I speak from the point of view 
of his interest to a reader of his own craft, the point of view of his 
extraordinary technical wealth — though indeed when I think of 
the general power of Madame Bovary I find myself desiring not 
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to narrow the ground of the lesson, not to connect the lesson, to its 
prejudice, with that idea of the ‘technical,’ that question of the 
way a thing is done, so abhorrent, as a call upon attention, in what- 
ever art, to the wondrous Anglo-Saxon mind. Without proposing 
Flaubert as the type of the newspaper novelist, or as an easy al- 
ternative to golf or the bicycle, we should do him less than justice 
in failing to insist that a masterpiece like Madt^me Bovary may 
benefit even with the simple-minded by the way it has been done. 
It derives from its firm roundness that sign of all rare works that 
there is something in it for every one. It may be read ever so at- 
tentively, ever so freely, without a suspicion of how it is written, 
to say nothing of put together j it may equally be read under the 
excitement of these perceptions alone, one of the greatest known to 
the reader who is fully open to them. Both readers will have been 
transported, which is all any can ask. Leaving the first of them, 
however that may be, to state the case for himself, I state it yet 
again for the second, if only on this final ground. The book and 
its companions represent for us a practical solution, Flaubert’s own 
troubled but settled one, of the eternal dilemma of the painter of 
life. From the moment this rash adventurer deals with his mys- 
terious matter at all directly his desire is not to deal with it 
stintedly. It at the same time remains true that from the moment 
he desires to produce forms in which it shall be preserved, he de- 
sires that these forms, things of his creation, shall not be, as testi- 
fying to his way with them, weak or ignoble. He must make them 
complete and beautiful, of satisfactory production, intrinsically 
interesting, under peril of disgrace with those who know. Those 
who don’t know of course don’t count for him, and it neither helps 
nor hinders him to say that every one knows about life. Every one 
does not — it is distinctly the case of the few 5 and if it were in 
fact the case of the many the knowledge still might exist, on the 
evidence around us, even in an age of unprecedented printing, 
without attesting itself by a multiplication of masterpieces. The 
question for the artist can only be of doing the artistic utmost, and 
thereby of seeing the general task. When it is seen with the in- 
tensity with which it presented itself to Flaubert a lifetime is none 
too much for fairly tackling it. It must either be left alone or be 
dealt with, and to leave it alone is a comparatively simple matter. 

To deal with it is on the other hand to produce a certain niun- 
ber of finished works j there being no other known method} and 
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the quantity of life depicted will depend on this array. What wiU 
this array, however, depend on, and what will condition the num- 
ber of pieces of which it is composed? The ‘finish,’ evidently, that 
the formula so glibly postulates and for which the novelist is thus 
so handsomely responsible. He has on the one side to feel his 
subject and on the other side to render it, and there are undoubt- 
edly two ways in which his situation may be eiqiressed, especially 
perhaps by himself. The more he feels his subject the more he cm 
render it — ^that is the first way. The more he renders it the more he 
cm feel it— that is the second way. This second way was unmis- 
takeably Flaubert’s, and if the result of it for him was a bar to 
abundant production he could only accept such an incident as part 
of .the game. He probably for that matter would have challenged 
any easy definition of ‘abundance,’ contested the application of it 
to the repetition, however frequent, of the thing not ‘done.’ What 
but the ‘doing’ makes the thing, he would have asked, and how can 
a positive result from a mere iteration of negatives, or wealth pro- 
ceed from the simple addition of so many instances of penury? We 
should here, in closer communion with him, have got into his 
highly characteristic and suggestive view of the fertilization of 
subject by form, penetration of the sense, ever, by the expression — 
the latter reacting creatively on the former; a conviction in the 
light of which he appears to have wrought with real consistency 
and which borrows from him thus its high measure of credit. It 
would undoubtedly have suffered if his books had been things of a 
loose logic, whereas we refer to it not only without shame but with 
an encouraged confidence by their showing of a logic so close. Let 
the phrase, the form that the whole is at the given moment staked 
on, be beautiful and related, and the rest will take care of Itself — 
such is a rough indication of Flaubert’s faith; which has the im- 
portance that it was a faith sincere, active and inspiring. I hasten 
to add indeed that we must most of all remember how in these 
matters everything hangs on definitions. The ‘beautiful,’ with our 
author, covered for the phrase a great deal of ground, and when 
every sort of propriety had been gathered in under it and every 
relation, in a complexity of such, protected, the idea itself, the pre- 
siding thought, ended surely by being pretty well provided for. 

These, however, are subordinate notes, and the plain question, 
in the connection I have touched upon, is of whether we would 
really wish him to have written more books, say either of the type 
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of Bovary or of the type of Salammbo, and not have written them 
so well. When the production of a great artist who has lived a 
length of years has been small there is always the regret; but there 
is seldom, any more than here, the conceivable remedy. For the 
case is doubtless predetermined by the particular kind of great 
artist a writer happens to be, and this even if when we come to the 
conflict, to the historic case, deliberation and delay may not all 
have been imposed by temperament. The admirable George Sand, 
Flaubert’s beneficent friend and correspondent, is exactly the hap- 
piest example we could find of the genius constitutionally incapable 
of worry, the genius for whom style ‘came,’ for whom the sought 
effect was ever quickly and easily struck off, the book freely and 
swiftly written, and who consequently is represented for us by 
upwards of ninety volumes. If the comparison were with this 
lady’s great contemporary the elder Dumas the disparity would be 
quadrupled, but that ambiguous genius, somehow never really 
caught by us in the fact of composition, is out of our concern here: 
the issue is of those developments of expression which involve a 
style, and as Dumas never so much as once grazed one in all his 
long career, there was not even enough of that grace in him for a 
filli p of the finger-nail. Flaubert is at any rate represented by six 
books, so that he may on that estimate figure as poor, while 
Madame Sand, falling so little short of a hundred, figures as rich; 
and yet the fact remains that I can refer the congenial mind to him 
with confidence and can do nothing of the sort for it in respect to 
Madame Sand. She is loose and liquid and iridescent, as iridescent 
as we may undertake to find her; but I can imagine compositions 
quite without virtue — ^the virtue I mean, of sticking together— be- 
gotten by the impulse to emulate her. She had undoubtedly her- 
self the benefit of her facility, but are we not left wondering to 
what extent me have it? There is too little in her, by the literary 
connection, for the critical mind, weary of much wandering, to rest 
upon. Flaubert himself wandered, wandered far, went much round- 
about and sometimes lost himself by the way, but how handsomely 
he provided for our present repose! He found the French language 
inconceivably difficult to write with elegance and was confronted 
with the equal truths that elegance is the last thing that languages, 
even as they most mature, seem to concern themselves with, and 
that at the same time taste, asserting rights, insists on it, to the effect 
of showing us in a boundless circumjacent waste of effort what the 
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absence of it may mean. He saw the less of this desert of death 
come back to that — that everything at all saved from it for us 
since the beginning had been saved by a soul of elegance within, 
or in other words by the last refinement of selection, by the in- 
difference on the part of the very idiom, huge quite other than 
‘composing’ agent, to the individual pretension. Recognizing thus 
that to carry through the individual pretension is at the best a 
battle, he adored a hard surface and detested a soft one — much 
more a muddled j regarded a style without rhythm and harmony 
as in a work of pretended beauty no style at all. He considered that 
the failure of complete expression so registered made of the work 
of pretended beauty a work of achieved barbarity. It would take us 
far to glance even at his fewest discriminations; but rhythm and 
harmony were for example most menaced in his scheme by repe- 
tition — ^when repetition had not a positive grace; and were above 
all most at the mercy of the bristling particles of which our modern 
tongues are mainly composed and which make of the desired sur- 
face a texture pricked through, from beneath, even to destruction, 
as by innumerable thorns. 

On these lines production was of course slow work for him — 
especially as he met the difficulty, met it with an inveteracy which 
shows how it can be met; and full of interest for readers of Eng- 
lish speech is the reflection he causes us to make as to the pos- 
sibility of success at all comparable among ourselves. I have spoken 
of his groans and imprecations, his interminable waits and deep 
despairs; but what would these things have been, what would have 
become of him and what of his wrought residuum, had he been 
condemned to deal with a form of speech consisting, like ours, as 
to one part, of ‘that’ and ‘which’; as to a second part, of the blest 
‘it,’ which an English sentence may repeat in three or four opposed 
references without in the least losing caste; as to a third face of all 
the ‘tos’ of the infinitive and the preposition; as to a fourth of our 
predous auxiliaries ‘be’ and ‘do’; and as to a fifth, of whatever 
survives in the language for the precious art of pleasing? Whether 
or no the fact that the painter of ‘life’ among us has to contend 
with a medium intrinsically indocile, on certain sides, like our own, 
whether this drawback accoimts for his having failed, in our time, 
to treat us, arrested and charmed, to a single case of crowned 
classicism, there is at any rate no doubt that we in some degree owe 
Flaubert’s counterweight for that deficiency to Us having, on his 
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own ground, more happily triumphed. By which I do not mean 
that Madame Bovary is a classic because the ‘thats,’ the ‘its’ and the 
‘tos’ are made to march as Orpheus and his lute made the beasts, 
but because the element of order and harmony works as a symbol 
of everything else that is preserved for us by the history of the 
book. The history of the book remains the lesson and the im- 
portant, the delightful thing, remains above all the drama that 
moves slowly to its climax. It is what we come back to for the sake 
of what it shows us. We see — from the present to the past indeed, 
never alas from the present to the future — how a classic almost in- 
veterately grows. Unimportant, unnoticed, or, so far as noticed, 
contested, unrelated, alien, it has a cradle round which the fairies 
but scantly flock and is waited on in general by scarce a hint of 
significance. The significance comes by a process slow and small, 
the fact only that one perceptive private reader after another dis- 
covers at his convenience that the book is rare. The addition of the 
perceptive private readers is no quick affair, and would doubtless 
be a vain one did they not — ^while plenty of other much more re- 
markable books come and go — accumulate and count. They count 
by their quality and continuity of attention j so they have gathered 
for Madame Bovary ^ and so they are held. That is really once 
more the great circumstance. It is always in order for us to feel 
yet again what it is we are held by. Such is my reason, definitely, 
for speaking of Flaubert as the novelist’s novelist. Are we not 
moreover — and let it pass this time as a happy hope! — ^pretty well 
all novelists now? 
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If it be true that the critical spirit to-day, in presence of the rising 
tide of prose fiction, a watery waste out of which old standards 
and landmarks are seen barely to emerge, like chimneys and the 
tops of trees in a country under flood — ^if it be true that the anxious 
observer, with the water up to his chin, finds himself asking for 
the reason of the strange phenomenon, for its warrant and title, 
so we likewise make out that these credentials rather fail to float 
on the surface. We live in a world of wanton and importunate 
fable, we breathe its air and consume its fruits j yet who shall say 
that we are able, when invited, to account for our preferring it so 
largely to the world of fact.? To do so would be to make some ade- 
quate statement of the good the product in question does us. What 
does it do for our life, our mind, our manners, our morals — ^what 
does it do that history, poetry, philosophy may not do, as well or 
better, to warn, to comfort and command the countless thousands 
for whom and by whom it comes into being? We seem too often 
left with our riddle on our hands. The lame conclusion on which 
we retreat is that ‘stories’ are multiplied, circulated, paid for, on 
the scale of the present hour, simply because people ‘like’ them. 
As to why people should like anything so loose and mean as the 
preponderant mass of the ‘output,’ so little indebted for the magic 
of its action to any mystery in the making, is more than the actual 
state of our perceptions enables us to say. 

This bewilderment might be our last word if it were not for the 
occasional occurrence of accidents especially appointed to straighten 
out a little our tangle. We are reminded that if the unnatural pros- 
perity of the wanton fable cannot be adequately explained, it can 
at least be illustrated with a sharpness that is practically an argu- 

* From Notes on Novelists with Some Other Notes by Henry James j copyright, 
1914, by Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1942, by Henry James 5 used by permission of 
Charles Scribner’s Sons. 
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merit. An abstract solution failing we encounter it in the concrete. 
We catch in short a new impression or, to speak more truly, re- 
cover an old one. It was always there to be had, but we ourselves 
throw off an oblivion, an indifference for which there are plenty 
of excuses. We become conscious, for our profit, of a case, and we 
see that our mystification came from the way cases had appeared 
for so long to fail us. None of the shapeless forms about us for the 
time had attained to the dignity of one. The one I am now con- 
ceiving as suddenly effective — for which I fear I must have been 
regarding it as somewhat in eclipse — ^is that of Emile Zola, whom, 
as a manifestation of the sort we are considering, three or four 
striking facts have lately combined to render more objective and, 
so to speak, more massive. His dose connection with the most re- 
sounding of recent public quarrels} his premature and disastrous 
death} above all, at the moment I write, the appearance of his 
last-finished novel, bequeathed to his huge public from beyond the 
grave — these rapid events have thrust him forward and made him 
loom abruptly larger} much as if our pedestrian critic, treading 
the dusty highway, had turned a sharp corner. 

It is not assuredly that Zola has ever been veiled or unapparent} 
he had, on the contrary been digging his field these thirty years, 
and for all passers to see, with an industry that kept him, after the 
fashion of one of the grand grim sowers or reapers of his brother 
of the brush, or at least of the canvas, Jean-Frangois MiUet, 
duskily outlined against the sky. He was there in the landscape of 
labour — he had always been} but he was there as a big natural or 
pictorial feature, a spreading tree, a battered tower, a lumpish 
round-shouldered useful hayrick, confounded with the air and the 
weather, the rain and the shine, the day and the dusk, merged 
more or less, as it were, in the play of the elements themselves. We 
had got used to him, and, thanks in a measure just to this stout- 
ness of his presence, to the long regularity of his performance, had 
come to notice him hardly more than the dwellers in the market- 
place notice the quarters struck by the town-clock. On top of all 
accordingly, for our skeptical mood, the sense of his work — ^a sense 
determined afresh by the strange climax of his personal history- 
rings out almost with violence as a reply to our wonder. It is as if 
an earthquake or some other rude interference had shaken from 
the town-clock a note of such unusual depth as to compel attention. 
We therefore once more give heed, and the result of this is that we 
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feel ourselves after a little probably as much enlightened as we can 
hope ever to be. We have worked round to the so marked and 
impressive anomaly of the adoption of the futile art by one of the 
stoutest minds and stoutest characters of our time. This extraor- 
dinarily robust worker has found it good enough for him, and if the 
fact is, as I say, anomalous, we are doubtless helped to conclude 
that by its anomalies, in future, the bankrupt business, as we are so 
often moved to pronounce it, will most recover credit. 

What is at all events striking for us, critically speaking, is that, 
in the midst of the dishonour it has gradually harvested by tri- 
umphant vulgarity of practice, its pliancy and applicability can stiU 
plead for themselves. The curious contradiction stands forth for 
our relief — ^the circumstance that thirty years ago a young man of 
extraordinary brain and indomitable purpose, wishing to give the 
measure of these endowments in a piece of work supremely solid, 
conceived and sat down to Les Rougon-Macqmrt rather than to an 
equal task in physics, mathematics, politics or economics. He saw 
his undertaking, thanks to his patience and courage, practically to a 
close 5 so that it is exactly neither of the so-called constructive 
sciences that happens to have had the benefit, intellectually speak- 
ing, of one of the few most constructive achievements of our time. 
There then, provisionally at least, we touch bottom} we get a 
glimpse of the pliancy and variety, the ideal of vividness, on be- 
half of which our equivocal form may appeal to a strong head. In 
the name of what ideal on its own side, however, does the strong 
head yield to the appeal? What is the logic of its so deeply com- 
mitting itself? Zola’s case seems to tell us, as it tells us other 
things. The logic is in its huge freedom of adjustment to the tem- 
perament of the worker, which it carries, so to say, as no other 
vehicle can do. It expresses fully and directly the whole man, and 
big as he may be it can still be big enough for him without becom- 
ing false to its type. We see this truth made strong, from begin- 
ning to end, in Zola’s work} we see the temperament, we see the 
whole man, with his size and all his marks, stored and packed away 
in the huge hold of Les Rougon-Macquart as a cargo is packed 
away on a ship. His personality is the thing that finally pervades 
and prevails, just as so often on a vessel the presence of the cargo 
makes itself felt for the assaulted senses. What has most come home 
to me in reading him over is that a scheme of fiction so conducted is 
in fact a capadous vessel. It can carry anything — ^with art and force 
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in the stowage; nothing in this case will sink it. And it is the only 
form for which such a claim can be made. All others have to con- 
fess to a smaller scope— to selection, to exclusion, to the danger 
of distortion, explosion, combustion. The novel has nothing to fear 
but sailing too light. It will take aboard all we bring in good faith 
to the dock. 

An intense vision of this truth must have been Zola’s comfort 
from the earliest time— the years, immediately following the crash 
of the Empire, during which he settled himself to the tremendous 
task he had mapped out. No finer act of courage and confidence, I 
think, is recorded in the history of letters. The critic in sympathy 
with him returns again and again to the great wonder of it, in 
which something so strange is mixed with something so august. 
Entertained and carried out almost from the threshold of man- 
hood, the high project, the work of a lifetime, announces before- 
hand its inevitable weakness and yet speaks in the same voice for 
its admirable, its almost unimaginable strength. The strength was 
in the young man’s very person — in his character, his will, his pas- 
sion, his fighting temper, his aggressive lips, his squared shoulders 
(when he ‘sat up’) and overweening confidence; his weakness was 
in that inexperience of life from which he proposed not to suffer, 
from which he in fact suffered on the surface remarkably little, and 
from which he was never to suspect, I judge, that he had suffered 
at all. I may mention for the interest of it that, meeting him dur- 
ing his first short visit to London — made several years before his 
stay in England during the Dreyfus trial — I received a direct im- 
pression of him that was more informing than any previous study. 
I had seen him a little, in Paris, years before that, when this im- 
pression was a perceptible promise, and I was now to perceive how 
time had made it good. It consisted, simply stated, in his fairly 
bristling with the betrayal that nothing whatever had happened to 
him in life but to write Les Rougon-Macqmrt. It was even for 
that matter almost more as if Les Rougon-Macquart had written 
him, written him as he stood and sat, as he looked and spoke, as 
the long, concentrated, merciless effort had made and stamped and 
left him. Something very fundamental was to happen to him in 
due course, it is true, shaking him to his base; fate was not wholly 
to cheat him of an independent evolution. Recalling him from this 
London hour one strongly felt during the famous ‘Affair’ that his 
outbreak in connection with it was the act of a man with arrears of 
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personal history to make up, the act of a spirit for which life, or for 
which at any rate freedom, had been too much postponed, treating 
itself at last to a luxury of experience. 

I welcomed the general impression at all events — I intimately 
entertained itj it represented so many things, it suggested, just as 
it was, such a lesson. You could neither have everything nor be 
everything — ^you had to choose j you could not at once sit firm at 
your job and wander through space inviting initiations. The author 
of Les Rougofp-Macquart had had all those, certainly, that this 
wonderful company could bring himj but I can scarce express how 
it was implied in him that his time had been fruitfully passed with 
them alone. His artistic evolution struck one thus as, in spite of its 
magnitude, singularly simple, and evidence of the simplicity seems 
further offered by his last production, of which we have just come 
into possession. VeritS truly does give the measure, makes the 
author’s high maturity join hands with his youth, marks the rigid 
straightness of his course from point to point. He had seen his 
horizon and his fixed goal from the first, and no cross-scent, no 
new distance, no blue gap in the hills to right or to left ever 
tempted him to stray. VeritS, of which I shall have more to say, is 
in fact, as a moral finality and the crown of an edifice, one of the 
strangest possible performances. Machine-minted and made good 
by an immense expertness, it yet makes us ask how, for disin- 
terested observation and perception, the writer had used so much 
time and so much acquisition, and how he can all along have 
handled so much material without some larger subjective conse- 
quence. We really rub our eyes in other words to see so great an 
intellectual adventure as Les Rougon-Macqmrt come to its end 
in deep desert sand. Difficult truly to read, because showing him 
at last almost completely a prey to the danger that had for a long 
time more and more dogged his steps, the danger of the mechani- 
cal all confident and triumphant, the book is nevertheless full of 
interest for a reader desirous to penetrate. It speaks with more dis- 
tinctness of the author’s temperament, tone and manner than if, 
like several of his volumes, it achieved or enjoyed a successful life 
of its own. Its heavy completeness, with all this, as of some prodi- 
giously neat, strong and complicated scaffolding constructed by a 
firm of builders for the erection of a house whose foundations re- 
fuse to bear it and that is unable therefore to rise — ^its very betrayal 
of a method and a habit more than adequate, on past occasions, to 



EMILE ZOLA 


159 

similar ends, carries us back to the original rare exhibition, the 
grand assurance and grand patience with which the system was 
laimched. 

If it topples^ over, the system, by its own weight in these last 
applications of it, that only makes the history of its prolonged suc- 
cess the more curious and, speaking for myself, the spectacle of its 
origin more attaching. Readers of my generation will remember 
well the publication of La Conquete de Phssans and the portent, 
indefinable but irresistible, after perusal of the volume, conveyed 
in the general rubric under which it was a first instalment, ‘Natural 
and Social History of a Family under the Second Empire.’ It 
squared itself there at its ease, the announcement, from the first, 
and we were to learn promptly enough what a fund of life it 
masked. It was like the mouth of a cave with a signboard hung 
above, or better still perhaps like the big booth at a fair with the 
name of the show across the flapping canvas. One strange animal 
after another stepped forth into the light, each in its way a mon- 
ster bristling and spotted, each a curiosity of that ‘natural history’ 
in the name of which we were addressed, though it was doubtless 
not till the issue of UAssommoir that the true type of the mon- 
strous seemed to be reached. The enterprise, for those who had 
attention, was even at a distance impressive, and the nearer the 
critic gets to it retrospectively the more so it becomes. The pyramid 
had been planned and the site staked out, but the young builder 
stood there, in his sturdy strength, with no equipment save his two 
hands and, as we may say, his wheelbarrow and his trowel. His 
pile of material — of stone, brick and rubble or whatever — ^was of 
the smallest, but this he apparently felt as the least of his diffi- 
culties. Poor, uninstructed, unacquainted, unintroduced, he set up 
his subject wholly from the outside, proposing to himself wonder- 
fully to get into it, into its depths, as he went. 

If we imagine him asking himself what he knew of the ‘social’ 
life of the second Empire to start with, we imagine him also 
answering in all honesty: ‘I have my eyes and my ears — I have all 
my senses: I have what I’ve seen and heard, what I’ve smelled and 
tasted and touched. And then I’ve my curiosity and ray pertinacity; 
I’ve libraries, books, newspapers, witnesses, the material, from step 
to step, of an enquete. And then I’ve my genius— that is, my 
imagination, my passion, my sensibility to life. Lastly I’ve my 
method, and that will be half the battle. Best of all perhaps even. 
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IVe plentiful lack of doubt.’ Of the absence in him of a doubt, in- 
deed of his inability, once his direction taken, to entertain so much 
as the shadow of one, VSrite is a positive monument — which again 
represents in this way the unity of his tone and the meeting of his 
extremes. If we remember that his design was nothing if not 
architectural, that a ^majestic whole,’ a great balanced fagade, 
with all its orders and parts, that a singleness of mass and a unity 
of effect, in fine, were before him from the first, his notion of pick- 
ing up his bricks as he proceeded becomes, in operation, heroic. It 
is not in the least as a record of failure for him that I note this 
particular fact of the growth of the long series as on the whole 
the liveliest interest it has to offer. ^I don’t know my subject, but I 
must live into itj I don’t know life, but I must learn it as I work’ 
— that attitude and programme represent, to my sense, a drama 
more intense on the worker’s own part than any of the dramas he 
was to invent and put before us. 

It was the fortune, it was in a manner the doom, of Les Rougon- 
Macquart to deal with things almost always in gregarious form, 
to be a picture of numbers, of classes, crowds, confusions, move- 
ments, industries — ^and this for a reason of which it will be in- 
teresting to attempt some account. The individual life is, if not 
wholly absent, reflected in coarse and common, in generalized 
terms; whereby we arrive precisely at the oddity just named, the 
circumstance that, looking out somewhere, and often woefully 
athirst, for the taste of fineness, we find it not in the fruits of our 
author’s fancy, but in a different matter altogether. We get it in 
the very history of his effort, the image itself of his lifelong proc- 
ess, comparatively so personal, so spiritual even, and, through all 
its patience and pain, of a quality so much more distinguished than 
the qualities he succeeds in attributing to his figures even when he 
most aims at distinction. There can be no question in these narrow 
limits of my taking the successive volumes one by one — all the 
more that our sense of the exhibition is as little as possible an im- 
pression of parts and books, of particular ‘plots’ and persons. It 
produces the effect of a mass of imagery in which shades are sacri- 
ficed, the effect of character and passion in the lump or by the ton. 
The fullest, the most characteristic episodes affect us like a sound- 
ing chorus or procession, as with a hubbub of voices and a multi- 
tudinous tread of feet. The setter of the mass into motion, he him- 
self, in the crowd, figures best, with whatever queer idiosyncrasies. 
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excrescences and gaps, a being of a substance akin to our own. Tak- 
ing him as we must, I repeat, for quite heroic, the interest of detail 
in him is the interest of his struggle at every point with his 
problem. 

The sense for crowds and processions, for the gross and the 
general, was largely the tesuh of this predicament, of the dispro- 
portion between his scheme and his material — though it was cer- 
tainly also in part an effect of his particular turn of mind. What 
the reader easily discerns in him is the sturdy resolution with which 
breadth and energy supply the place of penetration. He rests to 
his utmost on his documents, devours and assimilates them, makes 
them yield him extraordinary appearances of life; but in his way 
he too improvises in the grand manner, the manner of Walter 
Scott and of Dumas the elder. We feel that he has to improvise 
for his moral and social world, the world as to which vision and 
opportunity must come, if they are to come at all, unhurried and 
unhustled — must take their own time, helped undoubtedly more 
or less by blue-books, reports and interviews, by inquiries ^on the 
spot,’ but never wholly replaced by such substitutes without a 
general disfigurement. Vision and opportunity reside in a personal 
sense and a personal history, and no short cut to them in the in- 
terest of plausible fiction has ever been discovered. The short cut, 
it is not too much to say, was with Zola the subject of constant in- 
genious experiment, and it is largely to this source, I surmise, that 
we owe the celebrated element of his grossness. He was obliged, to 
be gross, on his system, or neglect to his cost an invaluable aid to 
representation, as well as one that apparently struck him as lying 
close at hand; and I cannot withhold my frank admiration from the 
courage and consistency with which he faced his need. 

His general subject in the last analysis was the nature of man; 
in dealing with which he took up, obviously, the harp of most 
numerous strings. His business was to make these strings sound 
true, and there were none that he did not, so far as his general 
economy permitted, persistently try. What happened then was that 
many — say about half, and these, as I have noted, the most sil- 
vered, the most golden — ^refused to give out their music. They 
would only sound false, since (as with all his earnestness he must 
have felt) he could command them, through want of skill, of prac- 
tice, of ear, to none of the right harmony. What therefore was 
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lusion, he should throw himself on the strings he might thump 
with effect, and should work them, as our phrase is, for all they 
were worth? The nature of man, he had plentiful warrant for 
holding, is an extraordinary mixture, but the great thing was to 
represent a sufficient part of it to show that it was solidly, pal- 
pably, commonly the nature. With this preoccupation he doubtless 
fell into extravagance — there was clearly so much to lead him on. 
The coarser side of his subject, based on the community of all the 
instincts, was for instance the more practicable side, a sphere the 
vision of which required but the general human, scarcely more 
than the plain physical, initiation, and dispensed thereby con- 
veniently enough with special introductions or revelations. A free 
entry into this sphere was undoubtedly compatible with a youth- 
ful career as hampered right and left even as Zola’s own. 

He was in prompt possession thus of the range of sympathy that 
he could cultivate, though it must be added that the complete ex- 
ercise of that sympathy might have encountered an obstacle that 
would somewhat undermine his advantage. Our friend might have 
found himself able, in other words, to pay to the instinctive, as I 
have called it, only such tribute as protesting taste (his own dose 
of it) permitted. Yet there it was again that fortune and his tem- 
perament served him. Taste as he knew it, taste as his own consti- 
tution supplied it, proved to have nothing to say to the matter. 
His own dose of the precious elixir had no perceptible regulating 
power. Paradoxical as the remark may sound, this accident was 
positively to operate as one of his greatest felicities. There are 
parts of his work, those dealing with romantic or poetic elements, 
in which the inactivity of the principle in question is sufficiently 
hurtful} but it surely should not be described as hurtful to such 
pictures as Le Ventre de Paris, as UAssommoir, as Germinal. The 
conception on which each of these productions rests is that of a 
world with which taste has nothing to do, and though the act of 
representation may be justly held, as an artistic act, to involve its 
presence, the discrimination would probably have been in fact, 
given the particular illusion sought, more detrimental than the 
deficiency. There was a great outcry, as we all remember, over 
the rank materialism of U Assommoir, but who cannot see to-day 
how much a milder infusion of it would have told against the 
close embrace of the subject aimed at? UAssommoir is the nature 
of man — ^but not his finer, nobler, cleaner or more cultivated 
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nature; it is the image of his free instincts, the better and the 
worse, the better struggling as they can, gasping for light and air, 
the worse making themselves at home in darkness, ignorance and 
poverty. The whole handling makes for emphasis and scale, and it 
is not to be measured how, as a picture of conditions, the thing 
would have suffered from timidity. The qualification of the painter 
was precisely his stoutness of stomach, and we scarce exceed in 
saying that to have taken in and given out again less of the infected 
air would, with such a resource, have meant the waste of a faculty. 

I may add In this connection moreover that refinement of in- 
tention did on occasion and after a fashion of Its own unmistak- 
ably preside at these experiments; making the remark in order to 
have done once for all with a feature of Zola’s literary physiog- 
nomy that appears to have attached the gaze of many persons to 
the exclusion of every other. There are judges in these matters so 
perversely preoccupied that for them to see anywhere the ‘im- 
proper’ is for them straightway to cease to see anything else. The 
said improper, looming supremely large and casting all the varie- 
ties of the proper quite Into the shade, suffers thus in their con- 
sciousness a much greater extension than It ever claimed, and this 
consciousness becomes, for the edification of many and the infor- 
mation of a few, a colossal reflector and record of it. Much may be 
said, in relation to some of the possibilities of the nature of man, 
of the nature in especial of the ‘people,’ on the defect of our 
author’s sense of proportion. But the sense of proportion of many 
of those he has scandalized would take us further yet. I recall at 
all events as relevant — for it comes under a very attaching general 
head — two occasions of long ago, two Sunday afternoons in Paris, 
on which I found the question of intention very curiously lighted. 
Several men of letters of a group In which almost every member 
either had arrived at renown or was well on his way to it, were 
assembled under the roof of the most distinguished of their num- 
ber, where they exchanged free confidences on current work, on 
plans and ambitions, In a manner full of interest for one never 
previously privileged to see artistic conviction, artistic passion (at 
least on the literary ground) so systematic and so articulate. ‘Well, 
I on my side,’ I remember Zola’s saying, ‘am engaged on a book, 
a study of the mosurs of the people, for which I am making a col- 
lection of all the “bad words,” the gros mots, of the language, 
those with which the vocabulary of the pepple, those with which 
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their fa mili ar talk, bristles.’ I was struck with the tone in which 
he made the announcement — without bravado and without apol- 
ogy, as an interesting idea that had come to him and that he was 
working, really to arrive at character and particular truth, with all 
his consciencej just as I was struck with the unqualified interest 
that his plan excited. It was on a plan that he was working— for- 
midably, almost grimly, as his fatigued face showed; and the 
whole consideration of this interesting element partook of the 
general seriousness. 

But there comes back to me also as a companion-piece to this 
another day, after some interval, on which the interest was excited 
by the fact that the work for love of which the brave license had 
been taken was actually under the ban of the daily newspaper that 
had engaged to ‘serialise’ it. Publication had definitively ceased. 
The thing had run a part of its course, but it had outrun the courage 
of editors and the curiosity of subscribers — that stout curiosity to 
which it had evidently in such good faith been addressed. The 
chorus of contempt for the ways of such people, their pusillanimity, 
their superficiality, vulgarity, intellectual platitude, was the strik- 
ing note on this occasion; for the journal impugned had declined 
to proceed and the serial, broken off, been obliged, if I am not 
mistaken, to seek the hospitality of other columns, secured indeed 
with no great difficulty. The composition so qualified for future 
fame was none other, as I was later to learn, than UAssommoivi 
and my reminiscence has perhaps no greater point than in con- 
necting itself with a matter always dear to the critical spirit, espe- 
cially when the latter has not too completely elbowed out the ro- 
mantic — the matter of the ‘origins,’ the early consciousness, early 
steps, early tribulations, early obscurity, as so often happens, of 
productions finally crowned by time. 

Their greatness is for the most part a thing that has originally 
begun so small; and this impression is particularly strong when 
we have been in any degree present, so to speak, at the birth. The 
course of the matter is apt to tend preponderantly in that case to 
enrich our stores of irony. In the eventual conquest of considera- 
tion by an abused book we recognize, in other terms, a drama of 
romantic interest, a drama often with large comic no less than with 
fine pathetic interweavings. It may of course be said in this par- 
ticular connection that UAssommoir had not been one of the liter- 
ary things that creep humbly into the world. Its ‘success’ may be 
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cited as almost insolently prompt, and the fact remains true if the 
idea of success be restricted, after the inveterate fashion, to the idea 
of circulation. What remains truer still, however, is that for the 
critical spirit circulation mostly matters not the least little bit, and 
it is of the success with which the history of Gervaise and Coupeau 
nestles in that capacious bosom, even as the just man sleeps in Abra- 
ham’s, that I here speak. But it is a point I may better refer to a 
moment hence. 

Though a summary study of Zola need not too anxiously con- 
cern itself with book after book — always with a partial exception 
from this remark for U Assommott — groups and varieties none the 
less exist in the huge series, aids to discrimination without which no 
measure of the presiding genius is possible. These divisions range 
themselves to my sight, roughly speaking, however, as scarce more 
than three in number — I mean if the ten volumes of the CEuvres 
critiques and the Theatre be left out of account. The critical vol- 
umes in especial abound in the characteristic, as they were also a 
wondrous addition to his sum of achievement during his most stren- 
uous years. But I am forced not to consider them. The two groups 
constituted after the close of Les Rougon-Macquart — Les Trois 
Villes and the incomplete Quatre Evangiles — distribute them- 
selves easily among the three types, or, to speak more exactly, 
stand together under one of the three. This one, so comprehensive 
as to be the autlior’s main exhibition, includes to my sense all his 
best volumes — to the point in fact of producing an effect of dis- 
tinct inferiority for those outside of it, which are, luckily for his 
general credit, the less numerous. It is so inveterately pointed out 
in any allusion to him that one shrinks, in repeating it, from sound- 
ing flat 5 but as he was admirably equipped from the start for the 
evocation of number and quantity, so those of his social pictures 
that most easily surpass the others are those in which appearances, 
the appearances familiar to him, are at once most magnified and 
most multiplied. 

To make his characters swarm, and to make the great central 
thing they swarm about ‘as large as life,’ portentously, heroically 
big, that was the task he set himself very nearly from the first, 
that was the secret he triumphantly mastered. Add that the big 
central thing was always some highly representative institution 
or industry of the France of his time, some seated Moloch of cus- 
tom, of commerce, of faith, lending itself to portrayal through its 
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abuses and excesses, its idol-face and great devouring mouth, and 
we embrace the main lines of his attack. In Le Ventre de Paris he 
had dealt with the life of the huge Halles, the general markets 
and their supply, the personal forces, personal situations, passions, 
involved in (strangest of all subjects) the alimentation of the mon- 
strous city, the city whose victualling occupies so inordinately much 
of its consciousness. Paris richly gorged, Paris sublime and in- 
different in her assurance (so ‘all unlike poor Oliver’s) of ‘more,’ 
figures here the theme itself, lies across the scene like some vast 
ruminant creature breathing in a cloud of parasites. The book was 
the first of the long series to show the full freedom of the author’s 
hand, though La Curee had already been symptomatic. This free- 
dom, after an interval, broke out on a much bigger scale in 
UAssommoir, in Au bonheur des dames, in Germinal, in La Bete 
humaine, in U Argent, in La Debacle, and then again, though 
more mechanically and with much of the glory gone, in the more 
or less wasted energy of Lourdes, Rome, Paris, of Fecondite, 
Travail and Verite. 

Au bonheur des dames handles the colossal modern shop, traces 
the growth of such an organization as the Bon Marche or the 
Magasin-du-Louvre, sounds the abysses of its inner life, marshals 
its population, its hierarchy of clerks, counters, departments, divi- 
sions and sub-divisions, plunges into the labyrinth of the mutual 
relations of its staff, and above all traces its ravage amid the 
smaller fry of the trade, of all the trades, pictures these latter 
gasping for breath in an air pumped clean by its mighty lungs. 
Germinal revolves about the coal-mines of Flemish France, with 
the subterranean world of the pits for its central presence, just as 
La Bete humaine has for its protagonist a great railway and 
U Argent presents in terms of human passion — mainly of human 
baseness— the fury of the Bourse and the monster of Credit. La 
Debacle takes up with extraordinary breadth the first act of the 
Franco-Prussian war, the collapse at Sedan, and the titles of the 
six volumes of The Three Cities and the Four Gospels sufficiently 
explain them. I may mention, however, for the last lucidity, that 
among these Fecondite manipulates, with an amazing misappre- 
hension of means to ends, of remedies to ills, no less thickly 
peopled a theme than that of the decline in the French birth-rate, 
and that Verite presents a fictive equivalent of the Dreyfus case, 
with a vast and elaborate picture of the battle in France between 
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lay and clerical instruction. I may even further mention, to clear 
the ground, that with the close of Les Rougon-Macquart the 
dimunition of freshness in the author’s energy, the diminution of 
intensity and, in short, of quality, becomes such as to render sadly 
difficult a happy life with some of the later volumes. Happiness of 
the purest strain never indeed, in old absorptions of Zola, quite sat 
at the feast; but there was mostly a measure of coercion, a spell 
without a charm. From these last-named productions of the climax 
everything strikes me as absent but quantity ( VSrite^ for instance, 
is, with the possible exception of Nana, the longest of the list) ; 
though indeed there is something impressive in the way his quan- 
tity represents his patience. 

There are efforts here at stout perusal that, frankly, I have been 
unable to carry through, and I should verily like, in connection 
with the vanity of these, to dispose on the spot of the sufficiently 
strange phenomenon constituted by what I have called the climax. 
It embodies in fact an immense anomaly; it casts back over Zola’s 
prime and his middle years the queerest grey light of eclipse. 
Nothing moreover — nothing diterary’ — was ever so odd as in this 
matter the whole turn of the case, the consummation so logical yet 
so unexpected. Writers have grown old and withered and failed; 
they have grown weak and sad; they have lost heart, lost ability, 
yielded in one way or another — the possible ways being so nu- 
merous — to the cruelty of time. But the singular doom of this 
genius, and which began to multiply its symptoms ten years before 
his death, was to find, with life, at fifty, still rich in him, strength 
only to undermine all the Authority’ he had gathered. He had 
not grown old and he had not grown feeble; he had only grown 
all too wrongly insistent, setting himself to wreck, poetically, his 
so massive identity — to wreck it in the very waters in which he had 
formally arrayed his victorious fleet. (I say ‘poetically’ on pur- 
pose to give him the just benefit of all the beauty of his power.) 
The process of the disaster, so full of the effect, though so with- 
out the intention, of pe»*versity, is difficult to trace in a few words; 
it may best be indicated by an example or two of its action. 

The example that perhaps most comes home to me is again 
connected with a personal reminiscence. In the course of some 
talk that I had with him during his first visit to England I hap- 
pened to ask him what opportunity to travel (if any) his im- 
mense application had ever left him, and whether in particular he 
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had been able to see Italy, a country from which I had either just 
returned or which I was luckily — not having the ‘Natural History 
of a Family’ on my hands — about to revisit. ‘All I’ve done, alas,’ 
he replied, ‘was, the other year, in the course of a little journey to 
the south, to my own fays — all that has been possible was then to 
make a little dash as far as Genoa, a matter of only a few days.’ 
L,e Docteur Pascal, the conclusion of Les Rougon-Macquart, had 
appeared shortly before, and it further befell that I asked him 
what plans he had for the future, now that, still dans la force de 
Page, he had so cleared the ground. I shall never forget the fine 
promptitude of his answer — ‘Oh, I shall begin at once Les Trors 
Vdlesd ‘And which cities are they to be?’ The reply was finer still 
— ‘Lourdes, Paris, Rome.’ 

It was splendid for confidence and cheer, but it left me, I 
fear, more or less gaping, and it was to give me afterwards the 
key, critically speaking, to many a mystery. It struck me as 
breathing to an almost tragic degree the fatuity of those in whom 
the gods stimulate that vice to their ruin. He was an honest man — 
he had always bristled with it at every porej but no artistic re- 
verse was inconceivable for an adventurer who, stating in one 
breath that his knowledge of Italy consisted of a few days spent at 
Genoa, was ready to declare in the next that he had planned, on a 
scale, a picture of Rome. It flooded his career, to my sense, with 
light} it showed how he had marched from subject to subject and 
had ‘got up’ each in turn — ^showing also how consummately he had 
reduced such getting-up to an artifice. He had success and a rare 
impunity behind him, but nothing would now be so interesting as 
to see if he could again play the trick. One would leave him, and 
welcome, Lourdes and Paris — he had already dealt, on a scale, 
with his own country and people. But was the adored Rome also 
to be his on such terms, the Rome he was already giving away be- 
fore possessing an inch of it? One thought of one’s own frequenta- 
tions, saturations — a history of long years, and of how the efect of 
them had somehow been but to make the subject too august. Was 
he to find it easy through a visit of a month or two with ‘introduc- 
tions’ and a Baedeker? 

It was not indeed that the Baedeker and the introductions didn’t 
show, to my sense, at that hour, as extremely suggestive} they were 
positively a part of the light struck out by his announcement. They 
defined the system on which he had brought Les Rougon-McKjf, 
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quart safely into port. He had had his Bxdeker and his introduc- 
tions for Germiml, for UAssommoir, for UArgent, for La 
Debacle, for Au bonheur des dames; which advantages, which re- 
searches, had clearly been all the more in character for being docu- 
mentary, extractive, a matter of renseignements, published or 
private, even when most mixed with personal impressions snatched, 
with enquetes sur les lieux, with facts obtained from the best au- 
thorities, proud and happy to co-operate in so famous a connection. 
That was, as we say, all right, all the more that the process, to my 
imagination, became vivid and was wonderfully reflected back 
from its fruits. There were the fruits — so it hadn’t been presump- 
tuous. Presumption, however, was now to begin, and what omen 
mightn’t there be in its beginning with such complacency.’’ Well, 
time would show — as time in due course effectually did. Rome, as 
the second volume of T he T hree Cities, appeared with high punc- 
tuality a year or two later } and the interesting question, an oc- 
casion really for the moralist, was by that time not to recognize 
in it the mere triumph of a mechanical art, a ‘receipt’ applied with 
the skill of long practice, but to do much more than this — that is 
really to give a name to the particular shade of blindness that 
could constitute a trap for so great an artistic intelligence. The 
presumptuous volume, without sweetness, without antecedents, 
superficial and violent, has the minimum instead of the maximum 
of value; so that it betrayed or ‘gave away’ just in this degree the 
state of mind on the author’s part responsible for its inflated hol- 
lowness. To put one’s finger on the state of mind was to find out 
accordingly what was, as we say, the matter with him. 

It seemed to me, I remember, that I found out as never before 
when, in its turn, Recondite began the work of crowning the edi- 
fice. Recondite is physiological, whereas Rome is not, whereas 
Verite likewise is notj yet these three productions joined hands at 
a given moment to fit into the lock of the mystery the key of my 
meditation. They came to the same thing, to the extent of per- 
mitting me to read into them together the same precious lesson. 
This lesson may not, barely stated, sound remarkable 5 yet without 
being in possession of it I should have ventured on none of these 
remarks. ‘The matter with’ Zola then, so far as it goes, was that, 
as the imagination of the artist is in the best cases not only clarified 
but intensified by his equal possession of Taste (deserving here 
if ever the old-fashioned honour of a capital), so when he has 
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lucklessly never inherited that auxiliary blessing the imagination 
itself inevitably breaks down as a consequence. There is simply 
no limit, in fine, to the misfortune of being tasteless; it does not 
merely disfigure the surface and the fringe of your performance — 
it eats back into the very heart and enfeebles the sources of life. 
When you have no taste you have no discretion, which is the con- 
science of taste, and when you have no discretion you perpetrate 
books like Rome, which are without intellectual modesty, books 
like FeconditS, which are without a sense of the ridiculous, books 
like VeritS, which are without the finer vision of human experience. 

It is marked that in each of these examples the deficiency has 
been directly fatal. No stranger doom was ever appointed for a 
man so plainly desiring only to be just than the absurdity of not 
resting till he had buried the felicity of his past, such as it was, 
under a great flat leaden slab. VeritS is a plea for science, as science, 
to Zola, is all truth, the mention of any other kind being mere 
imbecility; and the simplification of the human picture to which 
his negations and exasperations have here conducted him was 
not, even when all had been said, credible in advance. The result 
is amazing when we consider that the finer observation is the sup- 
posed basis of all such work. It is not that even here the author has 
not a queer idealism of his own; this idealism is on the contrary 
so present as to show positively for the falsest of his simplifica- 
tions. In FeconditS it becomes grotesque, makes of the book the 
most muscular mistake of sense probably ever committed. Where 
was the judgment of which experience is supposed to be the 
guarantee when the perpetrator could persuade himself that the 
lesson he wished in these pages to convey could be made immedi- 
ate and direct, chalked, with loud taps and a still louder com- 
mentary, the sexes and generations all convoked, on the black- 
board of the ‘family sentiment?’ 

I have mentioned, however, all this time but one of his cate- 
gories. The second consists of such things as Zja Fortune des 
Rougon and La CwSe, as Eugene Rougon and even Nam, as Pot- 
Boutlle, as IdCEwore and La Joie de vrure. These volumes may 
rank as social pictures in the narrowest sense, studies, compre- 
hensively speaking, of the manners, the morals, the miseries— for 
it mainly comes to that — of a bourgeoisie grossly materialized. 
They deal with the life of individuals in the liberal professions and 
with that of political and social adventures, and offer the personal 
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character and career, more or less detached, as the centre o£ in- 
terest. La Curee is an evocation, violent and 'romantic,’ of the ex- 
travagant appetites, the fever of the senses, supposedly fostered, 
for its rum, by the hapless second Empire, upon which general ills 
and turpitudes at large were at one time so freely and conveniently 
fathered. Engcfiis Ron go n carries out this view in the high colour 
of a political portrait, not other than scandalous, for which one of 
the ministerial amcs damnces of Napoleon III., M. Rouher, is 
reputed, I know not how justly, to have sat. Nana, attaching Itself 
by a hundred strings to a prearranged table of kinships, heredities, 
transmissions, is the vast crowded epos of the daughter of the 
people filled with poisoned blood and sacrificed as well as sacri- 
ficing on the altar of luxury and lust, the panorama of such a 
'progress’ as Hogarth would more definitely have named — the 
progress across the high plateau of 'pleasure’ and down the facile 
descent on the other side. Nana Is truly a monument to Zola’s pa- 
tiencej the subject being so ungrateful, so formidably special, that 
the multiplication of illustrative detail, the plunge into pestilent 
depths, represents a kind of technical Intrepidity. 

There are other plunges, into different sorts of darkness j of 
which the esthetic, even the scientific, even the ironic motive fairly 
escapes us — explorations of stagnant pools like that of La Joie de 
vivre, as to which, granting the nature of the curiosity and the sub- 
stance laboured in, the patience is again prodigious, but which 
make us wonder what pearl of philosophy, of suggestion or just 
of homely recognition, the general picture, as of rats dying in a 
hole, has to offer. Our various senses, sight, smell, sound, touch, 
are, as with Zola always, more or less convinced} but when the par- 
ticular effect upon each of these Is added to the effect upon the 
others the mind still remains bewllderedly unconscious of any use 
for the total. I am not sure indeed that the case is in this respect 
better with the productions of the third order — La Route de RAbbe 
Mouret, Uno Page d'amour, Le Reve, Le Docteur Pascal — in 
which the appeal is more directly, is in fact quite earnestly, to the 
moral vision; so much, on such ground, was to depend precisely on 
those discriminations in which the writer is least at home. The 
volumes whose names I have just quoted are his express tribute to 
the 'ideal,’ to the select and the charming — fair fruits of invention 
intended to remove from the mouth so far as possible the bitter- 
ness of the ugly things in which so much of the rest of his work 
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had been condemned to consist. The subjects m question then are 
‘idyllic’ and the treatment poetic, concerned essentially to please 
on the largest lines and involving at every turn that salutary need. 
They are matters of conscious delicacy, and nothing might interest 
us more than to see what, in the shock of the potent forces enlisted, 
becomes of this shy element. Nothing might interest ps more, 
literally, and might positively affect us more, even very nearly to 
tears, though indeed sometimes also to smiles, than to see the con- 
structor of Les Rougon-Macquart trying, ‘for all he is worth,’ to 
be fine with fineness, finely tender, finely true— trying to be, as it 
IS called, distinguished— in face of constitutional hindrance. 

The effort is admirably honest, the tug at his subject splendidly 
strong; but the consequences remain of the strangest, and we get 
the impression that— as representing discriminations unattainable 
— ^they are somehow the price he paid. Le Docteur Pascal, for in- 
stance, which winds up the long chronicle on the romantic note, 
on the note of invoked beauty, in order to sweeten, as it were, 
the total draught— Z,(S Docteur Pascal, treating of the erotic ardour 
entertained for each other by an uncle and his niece, leaves us 
amazed at such a conception of beauty, such an application of ro- 
mance, such an estimate of sweetness, a sacrifice to poetry and pas- 
sion so little in order. Of course, we definitely remind ourselves, 
the whole long chronicle is explicitly a scheme, solidly set up ami 
intricately worked out, lighted, according to the author’s preten- 
sion, by ‘science,’ high, dry and clear, and with each part involved 
and necessitated in all the other parts, each block of the edifice, 
each ‘morceau de vie,’ fhysiologically determined by previous 
combinations. ‘How can I help it,’ we hear the builder of the pyra- 
mid ask, ‘if experience (by which alone I proceed) shows me cer- 
tain plain results — if, holding up the torch of my famous “experi- 
mental method,” I find it stare me in the face that the union of 
certain types, the conflux of certain strains of blood, the intermar- 
riage, in a word, of certain families, produces nervous conditions, 
conditions temperamental, psychical and pathological, in which 
nieces have to fall in love with uncles and uncles with nieces.? 
Observation and imagination, for any picture of life,’ he as audibly 
adds, ‘know no light but science, and are false to all intellectual 
decency, false to their own honour, when they fear it, dodge it, 
darken it. To pretend to any other guide or law is mere base hum- 
bug.’ 
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is very well, and the value, in a hundred ways, of a mass 
uction conceived in such a spirit can never (when robust 
on has followed) be small. But the formula really sees us 
her. It offers a definition which is no definition. ‘Science’ is 
— the whole thing depends on the ground so covered, 
accepts surely all our consciousness of life; even, rather, 
ter closes maternally round it — so that, becoming thus a 
thin us, not a force outside, it exists, it illuminates only as 
it. We do emphatically apply it in art. But Zola would 
tly hold that it much more applies us. On the showing of 
his volumes then it makes but a dim use of us, and this we 
still consider the case even were we sure that the article 
us in the majestic name is absolutely at one with its own 
This confidence we can on too many grounds never 
The matter is one of appreciation, and when an artist answers 
nee who answers for the artist — ^who at the least answers 
Thus it is with the mistakes that affect us, I say, as Zola’s 
We are reminded by them that the game of art has, as 
ase is, to be played. It may not with any sure felicity for the 
be both taken and left. If you insist on the common you 
imit to the common; if you discriminate, on the contrary, 
however invidious your discriminations may be called, 
them to see you through. 

the common then Zola, often with splendid results, inor- 
sacrifices, and this fact of its overwhelming him is what I 
lied his paying for it. In U Assoumioir, in Germinal, in La 
productions in which he must most survive, the sacrifice 
red and fruitful, for the subject and the treatment har- 
and work together. He describes what he best feels, and 
more and more as it naturally comes to him — quite, if I 
low myself the image, as we zoologically see some mighty 
a beast of a corrugated hide and a portentous snout, soak- 
joy in the warm ooze of an African riverside. In these 
verything matches, and ‘science,’ we may be permitted to 
has had little hand in the business. The author’s percep- 
straight, and the subject, grateful and responsive, gives it- 
olly up. It is no longer a case of an uncertain smoky torch, 
personal vision, the vision of genius, springing from an 
source. Of this genius UAssommoir is the most extraor- 
record. It contains, with the two companions I have given 
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it, all the best of Zola, and the three books together are solid 
ground — or would be could I now so take them — for a study of the 
particulars of his power. His strongest marks and features abound 
in them^ UAssommoir above all is (not least in respect to its bold 
free linguistic reach, already glanced at) completely genial, while 
his misadventures, his unequipped and delusive pursuit of the life 
of the spirit and the tone of culture, are almost completely absent. 

It Is a singular sight enough this of a producer of illusions whose 
interest for us is so Independent of our pleasure or at least of our 
complacency — ^who touches us deeply even while he most ^puts 
us off,^ who makes us care for his ugliness and yet himself at the 
same time pitilessly (pitilessly, that is, for m) makes a mock of 
it, who fills us with a sense of the rich which is none the less never 
the rare. Gervaise, the most immediately ^felt,’ I cannot but think, 
of all his characters, is a lame washerwoman, loose and gluttonous, 
without will, without any principle of cohesion, the sport of every 
wind that assaults her exposed life, and who, rolling from one 
gross mistake to another, finds her end in misery, drink and de- 
spair. But her career, as presented, has fairly the largeness that, 
throughout the chronicle, we feel as epic, and the intensity of her 
creator's vision of it and of the dense sordid life hanging about it 
is one of the great things the modern novel has been able to do. It 
has done nothing more completely constitutive and of a tone so 
rich and full and sustained. The tone of UAssommoir is, for mere 
^keeping up,’ unsurpassable, a vast deep steady tide on which every 
object represented Is triumphantly borne. It never shrinks nor 
flows thin, and nothing for an instant drops, dips or catches; the 
high-water mark of sincerity, of the genial, as I have called it, is 
unfailingly kept. 

For the artist in the same general line’ such a production has 
an Interest almost inexpressible, a mystery as to origin and growth 
over which he fondly but rather vainly bends. How after all does 
it so get itself done ? — the ^done’ being admirably the sign and 
crown of it. The light of the richer mind has been elsewhere, as I 
have sufiiclently hinted, frequent enough, but nothing truly in all 
fiction was ever built so strong or made so dense as here. Needless 
to say there are a thousand things with more charm in their truth, 
with more beguilement of every sort, more prettiness of pathos, 
more innocence of drollery, for the spectator’s sense of truth. But 
I doubt if there has ever been a more totally refresented world, 
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anything more founded and established, more provided for all 
round, more organized and carried on. It is a world practically 
workable, with every part as functional as every other, and with 
the parts all chosen for direct mutual aid. Let it not be said either 
that the equal constitution of parts makes for repletion or excess j 
the air circulates and the subject blooms; deadness comes in these 
matters only when the right parts are absent and there is vain 
beating of the air in their place — the refuge of the fumbler in- 
capable of the thing ‘done’ at all. 

The mystery I speak of, for the reader who reflects as he goes, 
is the wonder of the scale and energy of Zola’s assimilations. This 
wonder besets us above all throughout the three books I have 
placed first. How, all sedentary and ‘scientific,’ did he get so near? 
By what art, inscrutable, immeasurable, indefatigable, did he ar- 
range to make of his documents, in these connections, a use so 
vivified^ Say he w'as ‘near’ the subject of U Assotmnoir in imagina- 
tion, in more or less familiar impression, in temperament and 
humour, he could not after all have been near it in personal ex- 
perience, and the copious personalism of the picture, not to say its 
frank animalism, yet remains its note and its strength. When the 
note had been struck in a thousand forms we had, by multiplica- 
tion, as a kind of cumulative consetpence, the finished and rounded 
book; just as we had the same result by the same process in Ger- 
minal. It is not of course that multiplication and accumulation, the 
extraordinary pair of legs on which he walks, are easily or directly 
consistent with his projecting himself morally; this immense 
diffusion, with its appropriation of everything it, meets, affects us 
on the contrary as perpetually delaying access to what we may 
call the private world, the world of the individual. Yet since the 
individual — for it so happens— is simple and shallow our author’s 
dealings with him, as met and measured, maintain their resem- 
blance to those of the lusty bee who succeeds in plumping for an 
instant, of a summer morning, into every flower-cup of the garden. 

Grant — and the generalization may be emphatic — that the shal- 
low and the simple are all the population of his richest and most 
crowded pictures, and that his ‘psychology,’ in a psychologic age, 
remains thereby comparatively coarse, grant this and we but get 
another view of the miracle. We see enough of the superficial 
among novelists at large, assuredly, without deriving from it, as 
we derive from Zola at his best, the concomitant impression of the 
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solid. It is in general — I mean among the novelists at large — the 
impression of the cheaf, which the author of Les Rougon- 
Macquarty honest man, never faithless for a moment to his own 
stiff standard, manages to spare us even in the prolonged sand- 
storm of Verite. The Common is another matterj it is one of the 
forms of the superficial — pervading and consecrating all things 
in such a book as Germinal — and it only adds to the number of 
our critical questions. How in the world is it made, this deplorable 
democratic malodorous Common, so strange and so interesting? 
How is it taught to receive into its loins the stuff of the epic and 
still, in spite of that association with poetry, never depart from 
its nature? It is in the great lusty game he plays with the shallow 
and the simple that Zola’s mastery resides, and we see of course 
that when values are small it takes innumerable items and com- 
binations to make up the sum. In UAssommoir and in Germinal, 
to some extent even in La Debacle, the values are all, morally, 
personally, of the lowest — ^the highest is poor Gervaise herself, 
richly human in her generosities and follies — ^yet each is as distinct 
as a brass-headed nail. 

What we come back to accordingly is the unprecedented case 
of such a combination of parts. Painters, of great schools, often of 
great talent, have responded liberally on canvas to the appeal of 
ugly things, of Spanish beggars, squalid and dusty-footed, of mar- 
tyred saints or other convulsed sufferers, tortured and bleeding, of 
boors and louts soaking a Dutch proboscis in perpetual beerj but 
we had never before had to reckon with so literary a treatment 
of the mean and vulgar. When we others of the Anglo-Saxon race 
are vulgar we are, handsomely and with the best conscience in 
the world, vulgar all through, too vulgar to be in any degree liter- 
ary, and too much so therefore to be critically reckoned with at 
all. The French are different — ^they separate their sympathies, 
multiply their possibilities, observe their shades, remain more or 
less outside of their worst disasters. They mostly contrive to get 
the idea, in however dead a faint, down into the lifeboat. They 
may lose sight of the stars, but they save in some such fashion as 
that their intellectual souls. Zola’s own reply to all puzzlements 
would have been, at any rate, I take it, a straight summary of his 
inveterate professional habits. Tt is all very simple — ^I produce, 
roughly speaking, a volume a year, and of this time some five 
months go to preparation, to special study. In the other months, 
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with all my cadres established, I write the book. And I can hardly 
say which part of the job is stiffest.’ 

The story wnas not more W'onderful for him than that, nor the 
job more complex; which is why we must say of his whole process 
and its results that they constitute together perhaps the most ex- 
traordinary hnhauon of observation that we possess. Balzac ap- 
pealed to ‘science’ and proceeded by her aid; Balzac Bad cadres 
enough and a tabulated world, rubrics, relationships and genealo- 
gies; but Balzac affects us in spite of everything as personally over- 
taken by life, as fairly hunted and run to earth by it. He strikes us 
as struggling and all but submerged, as beating over the scene 
such a pair of wings as were not soon again to be wielded by any 
visitor of his general air and as had not at all events attached 
themselves to Zola’s rounded shoulders. His bequest is in conse- 
quence immeasurably more interesting, yet who shall declare that 
his adventure was in its greatness more successful? Zola ‘pulled it 
off,’ as we say, supremely, in that he never but once found him- 
self obliged to quit, to our vision, his magnificent treadmill of the 
pigeonholed and documented — the region we may qualify as that 
of experience by imitation. His splendid economy saw him 
through, he laboured to the end within sight of his notes and his 
charts. 

The extraordinary thing, however, is that on the single occa- 
sion when, publicly — as his whole manifestation was public — life 
did swoop down on him, the effect of the visitation was quite per- 
versely other than might have been looked for. His courage in 
the Dreyfus connection testified admirably to his ability to live for 
himself and out of the order of his volumes — little indeed as liv- 
ing at all might have seemed a question for one exposed, when 
his crisis was at its height and he was found guilty of ‘insulting’ 
the powers that were, to be literally torn to pieces in the precincts 
of the Palace of Justice. Our point is that nothing was ever so odd 
as that these great moments should appear to have been wasted, 
when all was said, for his creative intelligence. VeritS, as I have 
intimated, the production in which they might most have been 
reflected, is a production unrenewed and unrefreshed by them, 
spreads before us as somehow flatter and greyer, not richer and 
more relieved, by reason of them. They really arrived, I surmise, 
too late in the day; the imagination they might have vivified was 
already fatigued and spent. 
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I must not moreover appear to say that the power to evoke and 
present has not even on the dead level of VSrite its occasional 
minor revenges. There are passages, whole pages, of the old full- 
bodied sort, pictures that elsewhere in the series would in all like- 
lihood have seemed abundantly convincing. Their misfortune is 
to have been discounted by our intensified, our finally fatal sense 
of the frocede. Quarrelling with all conventions, defiant of them 
in general, Zola was yet inevitably to set up his own group of 
them — as, for that matter, without a sufiicient collection, without 
their aid in simplifying and making possible, how could he ever 
have seen his big ship into port? Art welcomes them, feeds upon 
them always; no sort of form is practicable without them. It is 
only a question of what particular ones we use — to wage war on 
certain others and to arrive at particular forms. The convention 
of the blameless being, the thoroughly ‘scientific’ creature pos- 
sessed impeccably of all truth and serving as the mouthpiece of it 
and of the author’s highest complacencies, this character is for in- 
stance a convention inveterate and indispensable, without whom 
the ‘sympathetic’ side of the woi'k could never have been 
achieved. Marc in VSrite, Pierre Froment in Lourdes and in Rome, 
the wondrous representatives of the principle of reproduction in 
Recondite, the exemplary painter of UCEuvre, sublime in his 
modernity and paternity, the patient Jean Macquart of La 
Debacle, whose patience is as guaranteed as the exactitude of a 
well-made watch, the supremely enlightened Docteur Pascal even, 
as I recall him, all amorous nepotism but all virtue too and all 
beauty of life — ^such figures show us the reasonable and the good 
not merely in the white light of the old George Sand novel and 
its improved moralities, but almost in that of our childhood’s 
nursery and schoolroom, that of the moral tale of Miss Edge- 
worth and Mr. Thomas Day. 

Yet let not these restrictions be my last word. I had intended, 
under the effect of a reperusal of La Debacle, Germinal and 
UAssommoir, to make no discriminations that should not be in 
our hero’s favour. The long-drawn incident of the marriage of 
Gervaise and Cadet-Cassis and that of the Homeric birthday feast 
later on in the laundress’s workshop, each treated from begin- 
ning to end and in every item of their coarse comedy and 
humanity, still show the unprecedented breadth by which they 
originally made us stare, still abound in the particular kind and 
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degree of vividness that helped them, when they appeared, to 
mark 'a date in the portrayal- of manners. Nothing had then been 
so sustained and at every moment of its grotesque and pitiful ex- 
istence lived into as the nuptial day of the Coupeau pair in espe- 
cial, their fantastic processional pilgrimage through the streets of 
Pans in the rain, their bedraggled exploration of the halls of the 
Louvre museum, lost as in the labyrinth of Crete, and their ar- 
rival at last, ravenous and exasperated, at the gmnguette where 
they sup at so much a head, each paying, and where we sit down 
with them in the grease and the perspiration and succumb, half in 
sympathy, half in shame, to their monstrous pleasantries, acerbities 
and miseries. I have said enough of the mechanical in Zolaj here 
in truth is, given the elements, almost insupportably the sense of 
life. That effect is equally in the historic chapter of the strike of 
the miners in Geunhial, another of those illustrative episodes, 
viewed as great passages to be ‘rendered,’ for which our author 
established altogether a new measure and standard of handling, a 
new energy and veracity, something since w^hich the old trivialities 
and poverties of treatment of such aspects have become incom- 
patible, for the novelist, with either rudimentary intelligence or 
rudimentary self-respect. 

As for La Debacle ^ finally, it takes its place with Tolstoi’s very 
much more universal but very much less composed and condensed 
epic as an incomparably human picture of war. I have been re- 
reading it, I confess, with a certain timidity, the dread of per- 
haps impairing the deep impression received at the time of its 
appearance. I recall the effect it then produced on me as a really 
luxurious act of submission. It was early in the summer; I was in 
an old Italian town; the heat was oppressive, and one could but 
recline, in the lightest garments, in a great dim room and give 
one’s self up. I like to think of the conditions and the emotion, 
which melt for me together into the memory I fear to imperil. I 
remember that in the glow of my admiration there was not a re- 
serve I had ever made that I was not ready to take back. As an 
application of the author’s system and his supreme faculty, as a 
triumph of what these things could do for him, how could such a 
performance be surpassed.'' The long, complex, horrific, pathetic 
battle, embraced, mastered, with every crash of its squadrons, 
every pulse of its thunder and blood resolved for us, by reflection, 
by communication from two of the humblest and obscurest of the 
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military units, into immediate vision and contact, into deep human 
thrills of teiTor and pity — this bristling centre of the book was 
such a piece of yoing’ (to come back to our word) as could only 
shut our mouths. That doubtless is why a generous critic, nursing 
the sensation, may desire to drop for a farewell no term into the 
other scale. That our author was clearly great at congruous sub- 
jects — this may well be our conclusion. If the others, subjects of 
the private and intimate order, gave him more or less inevitably 
‘away,’ they yet left him the great distinction that the more he 
could be promiscuous and collective, the more even he could (to 
repeat my imputation) illustrate our large natural allowance of 
health, heartiness and grossness, the more he could strike us as 
penetrating and true. It was a distinction not easy to win and that 
his name is not likely soon to lose. 



The New Novel 

1914 


We feel it not to be the paradox it may at the first blush seem 
that the state of the novel in England at the present time is vir- 
tuall y very much the state of criticism itself; and this moreover, 
at the risk perhaps of some added appearance of pervers e remark, 
by the very reason that we see criticism so much in abeyanc e. So 
far as we miss it altogether how and why does its ‘state’ matter, 
and why and how can it or should it, as an absent force, enjoy a 
relation to that constant renewal of our supply of fiction which is 
a present one so far as a force at alP The relation is this, in the 
fewest words: that no equal outpouring of matter into the mould 
of literature, or w'hat roughly passes for such, has been noted to 
live its life and maintain its flood, its level at least of quantity and 
mass, in such free and easy independence of critical attention. It 
constitutes a condition and a perversity on the part of this element 
to remain irresponsive before an appeal so vociferous at least and 
so incessant; therefore how can such a neglect of occasions, so care- 
less a habit In spite of marked openings, be better described than 
as responsibility declined In the face of disorder? The disorder 
thus determines the relation, from the moment we feel that it 
might be less, that it might be different, that something in the way 
of an order even might be disengaged from it and replace it; from 
the moment in fact that the low critical pitch is logically refected 
in the poetic or, less pedantically speaking, the improvisational 
at large. The effect, if not the prime office, of criticism is to make 
our absorption and our enjoyment of the things that feed the 
mind as aware of itself as possible, since that awareness quickens 

* From Notes on Novel kfs wk/i Some Other Notes by Henry James j copyrig^ht, 
1914, by Charles Scribner’s Sons^ ^94^? by Henry James 5 used by permission of 
Charles Scribner’s Sons* 
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the mental demand, which thus in turn wanders further and fur- 
ther for pasture. This action on the part of the mind practically 
amounts to a reaching out for the reasons of its interest, as only 
by its so ascertaining them can the interest grow more various. 
This is the very education of our imaginative life; and thanks to 
it the general question of how to refine, and of why certain things 
refine more and most, on that happy consciousness, becomes for us 
of the last importance. Then we cease to be only instinctive and at 
the mercy of chance, feeling that we can oumelves take a hand in 
our satisfaction and provide for it, making ourselves safe against 
dearth, and through the door opened by that perception criticism 
enters, if we but give it time, as a flood, the great flood of aware- 
ness; so maintaining its high tide unless through some lapse of our 
sense for It, some flat reversion to Instinct alone, we block up the 
ingress and sit In stale and shrinking waters. Stupidity may arrest 
any current and fatuity transcend any privilege. The comfort of 
those who at such a time consider the scene may be a little, with 
their curiosity still insistent, to survey its platitude and record the 
exhibited shrinkage; which amounts to the attempt to understand 
how stupidity could so have prevailed. We take it here that the 
answer to that inquiiy can but be ever the same. The flood of 
‘production’ has so inordinately exceeded the activity of control 
that this latter anxious agent, first alarmed but then indifferent, 
has been forced backward out of the gate, leaving the contents of 
the reservoir to boil and evaporate. It is verily on the wrong side 
of the gate that we just now seem to see criticism stand, for never 
was the reservoir so bubblingly and noisily full, at least by the 
superficial measure of life. We have caught the odd accident in 
the very fact of Its occurrence; we have seen the torrent swell by 
extravagant cheap contribution, the huge increase of affluents tur- 
bid and unstrained. Beyond number are the ways in which the 
democratic example, once gathering momentum, sets its mark on 
societies and seasons that stand in its course. Nowhere Is that ex- 
ample written larger, to our perception, than in ‘the new novel’; 
though this, we hasten to add, not in the least because prose fiction 
now occupies itself as never before with the ‘condition of the 
people,’ a fact quite Irrelevant to the nature it has taken on, but 
because that nature amounts exactly to the complacent declara- 
tion of a common literary level, a repudiation the most operative 
even if the least reasoned of the idea of differences, the virtual 



THE NEW NOVEL 


183 

law, as we may call it, of sorts and kinds, the values of individual 
quality and weight in the presence of undiscriminated quantity and 
rough-and-tumble ‘output’ — these attestations made, we naturally 
mean, in the air of composition and on the esthetic plane, if such 
terms'have still an attenuated reference to the case before us. With 
which, if we be asked, in the light of that generalization, whether 
we impute to the novel, or in other words the novelist, all the stu- 
pidity against which the spirit of appreciation spends itself in vain, 
we reply perforce that we stop short of that, it being too obvious 
that of an exhibition so sterilized, so void of all force and sug- 
gestion, there would be nothing whatever to say. Our contention 
is exactly that, in spite of all vain aspects, it does yet present an 
interest, and that here and there seem written on it likelihoods of 
its presenting still more — always on condition of its consenting to 
that more intimate education which is precisely what democratized 
movements look most askance at. It strikes us as not too much to 
say that our actual view of the practice of fiction gives as just a 
measure as could be desired of the general, the incurable demo- 
cratic suspicion of the selective and comparative principles in al- 
most any application, and the tendency therewith to regard, and 
above all to treat, one manner of book, like one manner of per- 
son, as, if not absolutely as good as another, yet good enough for 
any democratic use. Criticism reflects contcntiously on that ap- 
pearance, though it be an appearance in which comfort for the 
book and the manner much resides; so that the idea prompting 
these remarks of our own is that the comfort may be deeply fal- 
lacious. 


I 

Still not to let go of our imputation of interest to some part at 
least of what is happening in the world of production in this kind, 
we may say that non-selective and non-comparative practice ap- 
pears bent on showing us all it can do and how far or to what ap- 
pointed shores, what waiting havens and inviting inlets, the cur- 
rent that is mainly made a current by looseness, by want of ob- 
servable direction, shall succeed in carrying it. We respond to 
any sign of an intelligent view or even of a lively instinct — ^which 
is why we give the appearance so noted the benefit of every pre- 
sumption as to its life and health. It may be that the dim sense is 
livelier than the presentable reason, but even that is no graceless 
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fact for US, especially when the keenness of young curiosity and 
energy is betrayed in its pace, and betrayed, for that matter, in no 
s mall abundance and variety. The new or at least the young novel 
is up and doing, clearly, with the best faith and the highest spirits 
in the world j if we but extend a little our measure of youth in- 
deed, as we are happily more and more disposed to, we may speak 
of it as already chin-deep in trophies. The men who are not so 
young as the youngest were but the other day very little older 
than these: Mr. Joseph Conrad, Mr. Maurice Hewlett and Mr. 
Galsworthy, Mr. H. G. Wells and Mr. Arnold Bennett, have not 
quite perhaps the early bloom of Mr. Hugh Walpole, Mr. Gilbert 
Cannan, Mr. Compton Mackenzie and Mr. D. H. Lawrence, but 
the spring unrelaxed is still, to our perception, in their step, and 
we see two or three of them sufficiently related to the still newer 
generation in a quasi-parental way to make our whole enumera- 
tion as illustrational as we need it. Mr. Wells and Mr. Arnold 
Bennett have their strongest mark, the aspect by which we may 
most classify them, in common — even if their three named con- 
temporaries are doubtless most interesting in one of the connec- 
tions we are not now seeking to make. The author of T ono-Bungay 
and of The New Machiavelli, and the author of The Old Wives' 
Tale and of Clay hanger, have practically launched the boat in 
which we admire the fresh play of oar of the author of The 
Duchess of Wrexe, and the documented aspect exhibited suc- 
cessively by Round the Corner, by Carnival and Sinister Street, 
and even by Sons and Lovers (however much we may find Mr. 
Lawrence, we confess, hang in the dusty rear). We shall explain 
in a moment what we mean by this designation of the element 
that these best of the younger men strike us as more particularly 
sharing, our point being provisionally that Mr. Wells and Mr. 
Arnold Bennett (speaking now only of them) began some time 
back to show us, and to show sundry emulous and generous young 
spirits then in the act of more or less waking up, what the state in 
question might amount to. We confound the author of T ono-Bun- 
gay and the author of Clayhanger in this imputation for the simple 
reason that with the sharpest differences of character and range 
they yet come together under our so convenient measure of value 
by saturation. This is the greatest value, to our sense, In either of 
them, their other values, even when at the highest, not being quite 
in proportion to it; and as to be saturated is to be documented, to 
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be able even on occasion to prove quite enviably and potently so, 
they are alike in the authority that creates emulation. It little sig- 
nifies that Mr. Wells’s documented or saturated state in respect 
to a particular matter in hand is but one of the faces of his gen- 
erally informed condition, of his extraordinary mass of gathered 
and assimilated knowledge, a miscellaneous collection more re- 
markable surely than any teller of hnere’ tales, with the possible 
exception of Balzac, has been able to draw upon, whereas Mr. 
Arnold Bennett’s corresponding provision affects us as, though 
singularly copious, special, exclusive and artfully economic. This 
distinction avails nothing against that happy fact of the handiest 
possession by Mr. Wells of immeasurably more concrete material, 
amenable for straight and vivid reference, convertible into apt il- 
lustration, than we should know where to look for other examples 
of. The author of The New MachmvelH knows, somehow, to our 
mystified and dazzled apprehension, because he writes and be- 
cause that act constitutes for him the need, on occasion a most 
desperate, of absorbing knowledge at the poresj the chronicler 
of the Five T owns writing so much more discernibly, on the other 
hand, because he knows, and conscious of no need more desperate 
than that particular circle of civilization may satisfy. 

Our argument is that each is ideally immersed in his own body 
of reference, and that immersion in any such degree and to the 
effect of any such variety, intensity and plausibility is really among 
us a new feature of the novelist’s range of resource. We have 
seen him, we have even seen her, otherwise auspiciously endowed, 
seem him observant, impassioned, inspired, and in virtue of these 
things often very charming, very interesting, very triumphant, 
visibly qualified for the highest distinction before the fact and 
visibly crowned by the same after it — ^we have seen him with a 
great imagination and a great sense of life, we have seen him 
even with a great sense of expression and a considerable sense of 
art: so that we have only to reascend the stream of our compara- 
tively recent literature to meet him serene and immortal, brow- 
bound with the bay and erect on his particular pedestal. We have 
only to do that, but have only also, while we do it, to recognize 
that meantime other things still than these various apotheoses have 
taken place, and that, to the increase of our recreation, and even if 
our limited space condemns us to put the matter a trifle clumsily, a 
change has come over our general receptive sensibility not less 
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than over our productive tradition. In these connections, we admit, 
overstatement is easy and overemphasis tempting; we confess fur- 
thermore to a frank desire to enrich the case, the historic, with all 
the meaning we can stuff into it. So viewed accordingly it gives us 
the ‘new,’ to repeat our expression, as an appetite for a closer nota- 
tion, a sharper specification of the signs of life, of consciousness, of 
the human scene and the human subject in general, than the three 
or four generations before us had been at all moved to insist on. 
They had insisted indeed, these generations, we see as we look back 
to them, on almost nothing whatever; what was to come to them 
had come, in enormous affluence and freshness at its best, and to 
our continued appreciation as well as to the honour of their sweet 
susceptibility, because again and again the great miracle of genius 
took place, while they gaped, in their social and sentimental sky. 
For ourselves that miracle has not been markedly renewed, but it 
has none the less happened that by hook and by crook the case for 
appreciation remains interesting. The great thing that saves it, 
under the drawback we have named, is, no doubt, that we have 
simply — ^always for appreciation — ^learned a little to insist, and 
that we thus get back on one hand something of what we have lost 
on the other. We are unable of course, with whatever habit of 
presumption engendered, to insist upon genius; so that who shall 
describe the measure of success we still achieve as not virtually the 
search for freshness, and above all for closeness, in quite a different 
direction? To this nearer view of commoner things Mr. Wells, 
say, and Mr. Arnold Bennett, and in their degree, under the in- 
fection communicated, Mr. D. H. Lawrence and Mr. Gilbert 
Cannan and Mr. Compton Mackenzie and Mr. Hugh Walpole, 
strike us as having all gathered themselves up with a movement 
never yet undertaken on our literary scene, and, beyond anything 
else, with an Instinctive divination of what had most waved their 
predecessors off it. What had this lion in the path been, we make 
them out as after a fashion asking themselves, what had it been 
from far back and straight down through all the Victorian time, 
but the fond superstition that the key of the situation, of each and 
every situation that could turn up for the novelist, was the senti- 
mental key, which might fit into no door or window opening on 
closeness or on freshness at all? Was it not for all the world as if 
even the brightest practitioners of the past, those we now distin- 
guish as saved for glory in spite of themselves, had been as send- 
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mental as they could, or, to give the trick another name, as roman- 
tic and thereby as shamelessly ‘dodgy’?~just in order not to be 
close and fresh, not to be authentic, as that takes trouble, t alr ps 
talent, and you can be sentimental, you can be romantic, you can 
be dodgy, alas, not a bit less on the footing of genius than on the 
footing of mediocrity or even of imbecility? Was it not as if the 
sentimental had been more and more noted as but another name 
for the romantic, if not indeed the romantic as but another name 
for the sentimental, and as if these things, whether separate or 
united, had been in the same degree recognized as unamenable, or 
at any rate unfavourable, to any consistent fineness of notation, 
once the tide of the copious as a condition of the thorough had 
fairly set in? 

So, to express it briefly, the possibility of hugging the shore of 
the real as it had not, among us, been hugged, and of pushing in- 
land, as far as a keel might float, wherever the least opening 
seemed to smile, dawned upon a few votaries and gathered fur- 
ther confidence with exercise. Who could say, of course, that Jane 
Austen had not been close, just as who could ask if Anthony Trol- 
lope had not been copious? — ^just as who could not say that it all 
depended on what was meant by these terms? The demonstration 
of what was meant, it presently appeared, could come but little 
by little, quite as if each tentative adventurer had rather anxiously 
to learn for himself what might be meant — this failing at least the 
leap into the arena of some great demonstrative, some sudden 
athletic and epoch-making authority. Who could pretend that 
Dickens was anything but romantic, and even more romantic in 
his humour, if possible, than in pathos or in queer perfunctory 
practice of the 'plot’? Who could pretend that Jane Austen didn’t 
leave much more untold than told about the aspects and manners 
even of the confined circle in which her muse revolved? Why 
shouldn’t it be argued against her that where her testimony com- 
placently ends the pressure of appetite within us presumes exactly 
to begin? Who could pretend that the reality of Trollope didn’t 
owe much of its abundance to the diluted, the quite extravagantly 
watered strain, no less than to the heavy hand, in which it con- 
tinued to be ladled out? Who of the younger persuasion would not 
have been ready to cite, as one of the liveliest opportunities for 
the critic eager to see representation searching, such a claim for the 
close as Thackeray’s sighing and protesting flook-in’ at the ac- 
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quaintance between Arthur Pendennis and Fanny Bolton, the 
daughter of the Temple laundress, amid the purlieus of that settle- 
ment? The sentimental habit and the spirit of romance, it was un- 
mistakably chargeable, stood out to sea as far as possible the 
moment the shore appeared to offer the least difficulty to hugging, 
and the Victorian age bi'istled with perfect occasions for our catch- 
ing them in the act of this showy retreat. All revolutions have 
been prepared in spite of their often striking us as sudden, and so 
it was doubtless that when scarce longer ago than the other day 
Mr. Arnold Bennett had the fortune to lay his hand on a general 
scene and a cluster of agents deficient to a peculiar degree in prop- 
erties that might interfere with a desirable density of illustration 
— deficient, that is, in such connections as might carry the imagina- 
tion off to some sport on its own account — we recognized at once 
a set of conditions auspicious to the newer kind of appeal. Let us 
confess that we were at the same time doubtless to master no better 
way of describing these conditions than by the remark that they 
were, for some reason beautifully inherent in them, susceptible at 
once of being entirely known ancl of seeming delectably thick. Re- 
duction to exploitable knowledge is apt to mean for many a case 
of the human complexity reduction to comparative thinness 5 and 
nothing was thereby at the first blush to interest us more than the 
fact that the air and the very smell of packed actuality in the 
subject-matter of such things as the author’s two longest works 
was clearly but another name for his personal competence in that 
matter, the fulness and firmness of his embrace of it. This was a 
fresh and beguiling impression — ^that the state of inordinate pos- 
session on the chronicler’s part, the mere state as such and as an 
energy directly displayed, zms the interest, neither more nor less, 
was the sense and the meaning and the picture and the drama, all 
so sufficiently constituting them that it scarce mattered what they 
were in themselves. Of what they were in themselves their being 
in Mr. Bennett, as Mr. Bennett to such a tune harboured them, 
represented their one conceivable account — ^not to mention, as re- 
infordng this, our own great comfort and relief when certain high 
questions and wonderments about them, or about our mystified re- 
lation to them, began one after another to come up. 

Because such questions did come, we must at once declare, and 
we are still in presence of them, for all the world as if that case 
of the perfect harmony, the harmony between subject and author, 
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were just marked with a flaw and didn’t meet the whole assault 
of restless criticism. What we make out Mr. Bennett as doing is 
simply recording his possession or, to put it more completely, his 
saturation} and to see him as virtually shut up to that process is a 
note of all the more moment that we see our selected cluster of his 
interesting juniors, and whether by his direct action on their col- 
lective impulse or not, embroiled, as we venture to call it, in the 
same preclicament. The act of squeezing out to the utmost the 
plump and more or less juicy orange of a particular acquainted 
state and letting this affirmation of energy, however directed or 
undirected, constitute for them the ‘treatment’ of a theme — that is 
what we remark them as mainly engaged in, after remarking the 
example so strikingly, so originally set, even if an undue subjec- 
tion to it be here and there repudiated. Nothing is further from 
our thought than to undervalue saturation and possession, the fact 
of the particular experience, the state and degree of acquaintance 
incurred, however such a consciousness may have been determined} 
for these things represent on the part of the novelist, as on the 
part of any painter of things scon, felt or imagined, just one half 
of his authority — the other half being represented of course by the 
application he is inspired to make of them. Therefore that fine se- 
cured half is so much gained at the start, and the fact of its brightly 
being there may really by itself project upon the course so much 
colour and form as to make us on occasion, under the genial force, 
almost not miss the answer to the question of application. When 
the author of Clayhanger has put down upon the table, in dense 
unconfused array, every fact required, every fact in any way in- 
vocable, to make the life of the Fpue Towns press upon us, and 
to make our sense of it, so full-fed, content us, we may very well 
go on for the time in the captive condition, the beguiled and be- 
mused condition, the acknowledgment of which is in general our 
highest tribute to the temporary master of our sensibility. Nothing 
at such moments — or rather at the end of them, when the end 
begins to threaten— may be of a more curious strain than the 
dawning unrest that suggests to us fairly our first critical com- 
ment: ‘Yes, yes — but is this all? These are the circumstances of the 
interest — we see, we see} but where is the interest itself, where 
and what is its centre, and how are we to measure it in relation to 
that?’ Of course we may in the act of exhaling that plaint (which 
we have just expressed at ite mildest) well remember how many 
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people there are to tell us that to ‘measure’ an interest is none of 
our affair; that we have but to take it on the cheapest and easiest 
terms and be thankful; and that if by our very confession we have 
been led the imaginative dance the music has done for us all it 
pretends to. Which words, however, have only to happen to be for 
us the most unintelligent conceivable not in the least to arrest our 
wonderment as to where our bedrenched consciousness may still 
not awkwardly leave us for the pleasure of appreciation. That ap- 
preciation IS also a mistake and a priggishness, being reflective 
and thereby corrosive, is another of the fond dicta which we are 
here concerned but to brush aside — the more closely to embrace 
the welcome induction that appreciation, attentive and reflective, 
inquisitive and conclusive, is in this connection absolutely the 
golden key to our pleasure. The more it plays up, the more we 
recognize and are able to number the sources of our enjoyment, 
the greater the provision made for security in that attitude, which 
corresponds, by the same stroke, with the reduced danger of waste 
in the undertaking to amuse us. It all comes back to our amuse- 
ment, and to the noblest surely, on the whole, we know; and it is 
in the very nature of clinging appreciation not to sacrifice con- 
sentingly a single shade of the art that makes for that blessing. 
From this solicitude spring our questions, and not least the one 
to which we give ourselves for the moment here — this moment of 
our being regaled as never yet with the fruits of the movement 
(if the name be not of too pompous an application where the flush 
and the heat of accident too seem so candidly to look forth), in 
favour of the ‘expression of life’ In terms as loose as may pre- 
tend to an effect of expression at all. The relegation of terms to 
the limbo of delusions outlived so far as ever really cultivated be- 
comes of necessity, it will be plain, the great mark of the faith 
that for the novelist to show he ‘knows all about’ a certain con- 
geries of aspects, the more numerous within their mixed circle the 
better, is thereby to set in motion, with due intensity, the preten- 
sion to interest. The state of knowing all about whatever it may be 
has thus only to become consistently and abundantly active to pass 
for his supreme function; and to its so becoming active few diffi- 
culties appear to be descried — ^so great may on occasion be the 
mere excitement of activity. To the fact that the exhilaration is, 
as we have hinted, often infectious, to this and to the charming 
young good faith and general acclamation under which each case 



THE NEW NOVEL 


I9I 

appears to proceed — each case we of course mean really repaying 
attention — the critical reader owes his opportunity so considerably 
and so gratefully to generalize. 


II 

We should have only to remount the current with a certain 
energy to come straight up against Tolstoy as the great illustrative 
master-hand on all this ground of the disconnection of method 
from matter — ^which encounter, however, would take us much 
too far, so that we must for the present but hang off from it with 
the remark that of all great painters of the social picture it was 
given that epic genius most to serve admirably as a rash adven- 
turer and a ‘caution,’ and execrably, pestilentially, as a model. In 
this strange union of relations he stands alone; from no other great 
projector of the human image and the human idea is so much 
truth to be extracted under an equal leakage of its value. All the 
proportions in him are so much the largest that the drop of at- 
tention to our nearer cases might by its violence leave little of that 
principle alive j which fact need not disguise from us, none the less, 
that as Mr. II. G. Wells and Mr. Arnold Bennett, to return to 
them briefly again, derive, by multiplied if diluted transmissions, 
from the great Russian (from whose all but equal companion Tur- 
genieff we recognize no derivatives at all), so, observing the dis- 
tances, we may profitably detect an unexhausted influence in our 
minor, our still considerably less rounded vessels. Highly attach- 
ing as indeed the game might be, of inquiring as to the centre of the 
interest or the sense of the whole in The Passionate Friends, or in 
The Old Wives* Tale, after having sought those luxuries in vain 
not only through the general length and breadth of War and Peace, 
but within the quite respectable confines of any one of the units of 
effect there clustered: this as preparing us to address a like friendly 
challenge to Mr. Cannan’s Round the Corner, say, or to Mr. 
Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers — should we wish to be very friendly 
to Mr. Lawrence — or to Mr. Hugh Walpole’s Duchess of Wrexe, 
or even to Mr. Compton Mackenzie’s Sinister Street and Carnival, 
discernibly, we hasten to add, though certain betrayals of a con- 
trolling idea and a pointed intention do comparatively gleam out 
of the two fictions last named. The Old Wives* Tale is the his- 
tory of two sisters, daughters of a prosperous draper in a Stafford- 
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shii-e town, who, separating early in life, through the flight of one 
of them to Pans with an ill-chosen husband and the confirmed 
and prolonged local pitch of the career of the other, are reunited 
late in life by the return of the fugitive after much Parisian ex- 
perience and by her pacified acceptance of the conditions of her 
birthplace. The divided current flows together again, and the 
chronicle closes with the simple drying up determined by the death 
of the sisters. That is all; the canvas is covered, ever so closely 
and vividly covered, by the exhibition of innumerable small facts 
and aspects, at which we assist with the most comfortable sense 
of their substantial truth. The sisters, and more particularly the 
less adventurous, are at home in their author’s mind, they sit and 
move at their ease in the square chamber of his attention, to a de- 
gree beyond which the production of that ideal harmony between 
creature and creator could scarcely go, and all by an art of demon- 
stration so familiar and so ‘quiet’ that the truth and the poetry, to 
use Goethe’s distinction, melt utterly together and we see no 
difference between the subject of the show and the showman’s 
feeling, let alone the showman’s manner, about it. This felt iden- 
tity of the elements — because we at least consciously feel — ^be- 
comes in the novel we refer to, and not less in Clayhanger, which 
our words equally describe, a source for us of abject confidence, 
confidence truly so abject in the solidity of every appearance that 
it may be said to represent our whole relation to the work and 
completely to exhaust our reaction upon it. Clayhmger, of the two 
fictions even the more densely loaded with all the evidence in what 
we should call the case presented did we but learn meanwhile for 
what case, or for a case of what, to take it, inscribes the annals, the 
private more particularly, of a provincial printer in a considerable 
way of business, beginning with his early boyhood and going on 
to the complications of his maturity — these not exhausted with our 
present possession of the record, inasmuch as by the author’s an- 
nouncement there is more of the catalogue to come. This most 
monumental of Mr. Arnold Bennett’s recitals, taking it with its 
supplement of Hilda Lesswaysy already before us, is so describable 
through its being a monument exactly not to an idea, a pursued 
and captured meaning, or in short to anything whatever, but just 
simply of the quarried and gathered material it happens to con- 
tain, the stones and bricks and rubble and cement and promiscuous 
constituents of every sort that have been heaped in it and thanks to 
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which it quite massively piles itself up. Our perusal and our en- 
joyment arc our watching of the growth of the pile and of the 
capacity, industiy, energy with which the operation is directed. A 
huge and in its w'ay a varied aggregation, without traceable lines, 
divmable direction, effect of composition, the mere number of its 
pieces, the great dump of its material, together with the fact that 
here and there in the miscellany, as with the value of bits of 
marble or porphyry, fine elements shine out, it keeps us standing 
and waiting to the end — and largely just because it keeps us won- 
dering. We surely wonder more what it may all propose to mean 
than any equal appearance of preparation to relieve us of that 
strain, any so founded and grounded a postponement of the dis- 
closure of a sense in store, has for a long time called upon us to 
do in a like connection. A great thing it is assuredly that while we 
wait and w'onder we are amused — were it not for that, truly, our 
situation w'ould be thankless enough 5 we may ask ourselves, as has 
already been noted, why on such ambiguous terms we should 
consent to be, and why the practice doesn’t at a given moment 
break downj and our answer brings us back to that many-fingered 
grasp of the orange that the author squeezes. This particular 
orange is of the largest and most rotund, and his trust in the 
consequent flow is of its nature communicative. Such is the case 
always, and most naturally, with that air in a person who has some- 
thing, who at the very least has much to tell us: W'e like so to be 
affected by it, we meet it half way and lend ourselves, sinking in 
up to the chin. Up to the chin only indeed, beyond doubt; we even 
then feel our head emerge, for judgment and articulate question, 
and it is from that position that we remind ourselves how the real 
reward of our patience is still to come — ^the reward attending not 
at all the immediate sense of immersion, but reserved for the after- 
sense, which is a very different matter, whether in the form of a 
glow or of a chill. 

If Mr. Bennett’s tight rotundity then is of the handsomest size 
and his manipulation of it so firm, what are we to say of Mr. 
Wells’s, who, a novelist very much as Lord Bacon was a philoso- 
pher, affects us as taking all knowledge for his province and as in- 
spiring in us to the very highest degree the confidence enjoyed by 
himself — enjoyed, we feel, with a breadth with which it has been 
given no one of his fellow-craftsmen to enjoy anything. If con- 
fidence alone could lead utterly captive we should all be huddled 
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in a bunch at Mr. Wells’s heels—which is indeed where we are 
abjectly gathered so far as that force does operate. It is literally 
Mr. Wells’s own mind, and the experience of his own mind, in- 
cessant and extraordinarily various, extraordinarily reflective, even 
with all sorts of conditions made, of whatever he may expose it to, 
that forms the reservoir tapped by him, that constitutes his pro- 
vision of grounds of interest. It is, by our thinking, in his power 
to name to us, as a preliminary, more of these grounds than all his 
contemporanes put together, and even to exceed any competitor, 
without exception, in the way of suggesting that, thick as he may 
seem to lay them, they remain yet only contributive, are not in 
themselves full expression but are designed strictly to subserve it, 
that this extraordinary writer’s spell resides. When full expres- 
sion, the expression of some particular truth, seemed to lapse in this 
or that of his earlier novels (we speak not here of his shorter things, 
for the most part delightfully wanton and exempt), it was but by a 
hand’s breadth, so that if we didn’t inveterately quite know what he 
intended we yet always felt sufliciently that he knew. The particular 
intentions of such matters as Kiffs, as Tono-Bungay, as Ann 
Veronica, so swarmed about us, in their blinding, bluffing vivacity, 
that the mere sum of them might have been taken for a sense 
over and above which it was graceless to inquire. The more this 
author learns and learns, or at any rate knows and knows, how- 
ever, the greater is this impression of his holding it good enough 
for us, such as we are, that he shall but turn out his mind and its 
contents upon us by any free familiar gesture and as from a high 
wmdow forever open — ^an entertainment as copious surely as any 
occasion should demand, at least till we have more intelligibly 
expressed our title to a better. Such things as The New Machia- 
velli, Marriage, The Passionate Friends, are so very much more 
attestations of the presence of material than attestations of an in- 
terest in the use of it that we ask ourselves again and again why 
so fondly neglected a state of leakage comes not to be fatal to any 
provision of quantity, or even to stores more specially selected for 
the ordeal than Mr. Wells’s always strike us as being. Is not the 
pang of witnessed waste in fact great just in proportion as we are 
touched by our author’s fine offhandedness as to the value of the 
stores, about which he can for the time make us believe what he 
will.? so that, to take an example susceptible of brief statement, we 
wince at a certain quite peculiarly gratuitous sacrifice to the casual 
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in Marriage very much as at seeing some fine and indispensable 
little part of a mechanism slip through profane fingers and lose 
itself. Who does not remember what ensues after a little upon 
the aviational descent of the hero of the fiction just named into 
the garden occupied, m company with her parents, by the young 
lady with whom he is to fall in love? — and this even though the 
whole opening scene so constituted, with all the comedy hares its 
function apiicars to be to start, remains with its back squarely 
turned, esthetically speaking, to the quarter in which the picture 
develops. The point for our mortification is that by one of the first 
steps in this development, the first impression on him having been 
made, the hero accidentally meets the heroine, of a summer even- 
tide, in a leafy lane which supplies them with the happiest occasion 
to pursue their acquaintance — or m other words supplies the author 
with the liveliest consciousness (as we at least feel it should have 
been) that just so the relation between the pair, its seed already 
sown and the fact of that bringing about all that is still to come, 
pushes aside w'hatever veil and steps forth into life. To show it 
step forth and affirm itself as a relation, what is this but the in- 
teresting function of the whole passage, on the performance of 
which what follows is to hang? — and yet who can say that when 
the ostensible sequence is presented, and our young lady, en- 
countered again by her stirred swain, under cover of night, in a 
favouring wood, is at once encompassed by his arms and pressed 
to his lips and heart ( for celebration thus of their third meeting) 
we do not assist at a well-nigh heartbreaking miscarriage of 
^effecth? We sec effect, invoked in vain, simply stand off uncon- 
cerned; effect not having been at all consulted in advance she is 
not to be secured on such terms. And her presence would so have 
redounded — ^perfectly punctual creature as she is on a made ap- 
pointment and a clear understanding — ^to the advantage of all 
concerned. The bearing of the young man’s act is all in our hav- 
ing begun to conceive it as possible, tegun even to desire it, in the 
light of what has preceded; therefore if the participants have not 
been shown us as on the way to it, nor the question of it made 
beautifully to tremble for us in the air, its happiest connections fail 
and we but stare at it mystified. The instance is undoubtedly 
trifling, but in the infinite complex of such things resides for a work 
of art the shy virtue, shy at least till wooed forth, of the whole 
susceptibility. The case of Mr. Wells might take us much further 
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—such remarks as there would be to make, say, on such a ques- 
tion as the due understanding, on the part of The Passionate 
Friends (not as associated persons but as a composed picture), of 
what that composition is specifically about and where, for treat- 
ment of this interest, it undertakes to find its centre; all of which, 
we are willing however to grant, falls away before the large as- 
surance and incorrigible levity with which this adventurer carries his 
lapses — far more of an adventurer as he is than any other of the 
company. The composition, as we have called it, heaven saving 
the mark, is simply at any and every moment 'about’ Mr. Wells’s 
general adventure 5 which is quite enough while it preserves, as we 
trust it will long continue to do, its present robust pitch. 

We have already noted that Round the Corner, Mr. Gilbert 
Cannan’s liveliest appeal to our attention, belongs to the order of 
constatations pure and simple j to the degree that as a document 
of that nature and of that rigour the book could perhaps not more 
completely affirm itself. When we have said that it puts on record 
the 'tone,’ the manners, the general domestic proceedings and 
train de vie of an amiable clergyman’s family established in one of 
the more sordid quarters of a big black northern city of the Liver- 
pool or Manchester complexion we have advanced as far in the 
way of descriptive statement as the interesting work seems to war- 
rant, For it is interesting, in spite of its leaving itself on our hands 
with a consistent indifference to any question of the charmed appli- 
cation springing from it all that places it in the forefront of its 
type. Again as under the effect of Mr. Bennett’s major productions 
our sole inference is that things, the things disclosed, go on and on, 
in aw^ given case, in sfite of everything — ^with Mr, Cannan’s one 
discernible care perhaps being for how extraordinarily much, in 
the particular example here before him, they were able to go on in 
spite of. The conception, the presentation of this enormous in- 
auspicious amount as bearing upon the collective career of the 
Folyats is, we think, as near as the author comes at any point to 
betraying an awareness of a subject. Yet again, though so little en- 
couraged or ‘backed,’ a subject after a fashion makes itself, even 
as it has made itself in The Old Wives* Tale and in Clayhanger, 
in Sons and Lovers, where, as we have hinted, any assistance ren- 
dered us for a view of one most comfortably enjoys its absence, and 
in Mr. Hugh Walpole’s newest novel, where we wander scarcely 
less with our hand in no guiding grasp, but where the author’s 
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good disposition, as we feel it, to provide us with what we lack if 
he only knew how, constitutes in itself such a pleading liberality. 
We seem to see him in this spirit lay again and again a flowered 
carpet for our steps. If we do not include Mr. Compton Mac- 
kenzie to the same extent in our generalization it is really because 
we note a difference in him, a difference m favour of his care for the 
application. Preoccupations seem at work in Sinister Street^ and 
withal in Carnival, the brush of which we in other quarters scarce 
even suspect and at some of which it v^ill presently be of profit to 
glance. ‘I answer for it, you know,’ we seem at any rate to hear 
Mr. Gilbert Cannan say with an admirably genuine young pes- 
simism, ‘I answer for it that they were really like that, odd or un- 
pleasant or uncontributive, and therefore tiresome, as it may strike 
you 5’ and the charm of Mr. Cannan, so far as up or down the 
rank we so disengage a charm, is that we take him at his word. His 
guarantee, his straight communication, of his general truth is a 
value, and values are rare — the flood of fiction is apparently capable 
of running hundreds of miles without a single glint of one — and 
thus in default of satisfaction we get stopgaps and are thankful 
often under a genial touch to get even so much. The value indeed 
is crude, it would be quadrupled were it only wrought and shaped; 
yet it has still the nide dignity that it counts to us for experience or 
at least for what we call under our present pitch of sensibility force 
of impression. The experience, we feel, is ever something to con- 
clude upon, while the impression is content to wait; to wait, say, 
in the spirit in which we must accept this younger bustle if we ac- 
cept it at all, the spirit of its serving as a rather presumptuous les- 
son to us in patience. While we wait, again, we are amused — not 
in the least, also to repeat, up to the notch of our conception of 
amusement, which draws upon still other forms and sources; but 
none the less for the wonder, the intensity, the actuality, the 
probity of the vision. This is much as in Clay hanger and in Hilda 
Lessways, where, independently of the effect, so considerably 
rendered, of the long lapse of time, always in this type of recital 
a source of amusement in itself, and certainly of the noblest, we 
get such an admirably substantial thing as the collective image of 
the Orgreaves, the local family in whose ample lap the amenities 
and the humanities so easily sit, for Mr. Bennett’s evocation and 
his protagonist’s recognition, and the manner of the presentation 
of whom, with the function and relation of the picture at large, 
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strikes such a note of felicity, achieves such a simulation of sense, 
as the author should never again be excused for treating, that is 
for neglecting, as beyond his range. Here figures signally the in- 
teresting case of a compositional function absolutely performed by 
mere multiplication, the flow of the facts: the Orgreaves, in Cl&y- 
hangeVy are there, by what we make out, but for ‘life,’ for general 
life only, and yet, with their oflice under any general or inferential 
meaning entirely unmarked, come doubtless as near squaring 
esthetically with the famous formula of the ‘slice of life’ as any 
example that could be adduced j happening moreover as they prob- 
ably do to owe this distinction to their coincidence at once with 
reality and charm — a fact esthetically curious and delightful. For 
we attribute the bold stroke they represent much more to Mr. 
Arnold Bennett’s esthetic instinct than to anything like a calcula- 
tion of his bearings, and more to his thoroughly acquainted state, 
as we may again put it, than to ail other causes together: which 
strikingly enough shows how much complexity of interest may be 
simulated by mere presentation of material, mere squeezing of the 
orange, when the material happens to be ‘handsome’ or the orange 
to be sweet. 


Ill 

The orange of our persistent simile is in Mr, Hugh Walpole’s 
hands very remarkably sweet — a quality we recognize in it even 
while reduced to observing that the squeeze pure and simple, the 
fond, the lingering, the reiterated squeeze, constitutes as yet his 
main perception of method. He enjoys in a high degree the con- 
sciousness of saturation, and is on such serene and happy terms 
with It as almost make of critical interference. In so bright an air, 
an assault on personal felicity. Full of material is thus the author 
of The Duchess of Wrexe, and of a material which we should de- 
scribe as the consciousness of youth were we not rather disposed to 
call it a peculiar strain of the extreme unconsciousness. Mr. Wal- 
pole offers us indeed a rare and interesting case — ^we see about the 
field none other like it; the case of a positive identity between the 
spirit, not to say the time of life or stage of experience, of the 
aspiring artist and the field itself of his vision. The Duchess of 
Wrexe reeks with youth and the love of youth and the confidence 
of youth — ^youth taking on with a charming exuberance the fond- 
est costume or disguise, that of an adventurous and voracious felt 
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interest, interest in life, in London, in society, in character, in 
Portland Place, in the Oxford Circus, in the afternoon tea-table, 
in the torrid weather, in fifty other immediate things as to which 
its passion and its curiosity are of the sincerest. The wonderful 
thing is that these latter forces operate, in their way, without yet 
being disengaged and hand-free— disengaged, that is, from their 
state of being young, with its billowy mufflings and other soft ob- 
structions, the state of being present, being involved and aware, 
close ‘up against’ the whole mass of possibilities, being in short 
intoxicated with the mixed liquors of suggestion. In the fumes 
of this acute situation Mr. Walpole’s subject-matter is bathedj the 
situation being all the while so much more his own and that of a 
juvenility reacting, in the presence of everything, ‘for all it is 
worth,’ than the devised and imagined one, however he may circle 
about some such cluster, that every cupful of his excited flow tastes 
three times as much of his temperamental freshness as it tastes of 
this, that or the other character or substance, above all of this, that 
or the other group of antecedents and references, supposed to be 
reflected in it. All of which does not mean, we hasten to add, that 
the author of The Duchess of Wrexe has not the gift of life; but 
only that he strikes us as having received it, straight from nature, 
with such a concussion as to have kept the boon at the stage of 
violence — so that, fairly pinned down by it, he is still embarrassed 
for passing it on. On the day he shall have worked free of this 
primitive predicament, the crude fact of the convulsion itself, there 
need be no doubt of his exhibiting matter into which method may 
learn how to bite. The tract meanwhile affects us as more or less 
virgin snow, and we look with interest and suspense for the im- 
print of a process. 

If those remarks represent all the while, further, that the per- 
formances we have glanced at, with others besides, lead our at- 
tention on, we hear ourselves the more naturally asked what it is 
then that we expect or want, confessing as we do that we have been 
in a manner interested, even though, from case to case, in a vary- 
ing degree, and that Thackeray, Turgenieff, Balzac, Dickens, 
Anatole France, no matter who, can not do more than interest. 
Let us therefore concede to the last point that small mercies are 
better than none, that there are latent within the critic numberless 
liabilities to being ‘squared’ (the extent to which he may on occa- 
sion betray his price!) and so great a preference for being pleased 



200 


THE ART OF FICTION 


over not being, that you may again and again see him assist with 
avidity at the attempt of the slice of life to butter itself thick. Its 
explanation that it is a slice of life and pretends to be nothing else 
figures for us, say, while we watch, the jam super-added to the 
butter. For since the jam, on this system, descends upon our desert, 
in its form of manna, from quite another heaven than the heaven 
of method, the mere demonstration of its agreeable presence is 
alone sufficient to hint at our more than one chance of being super- 
naturally fed. The happy-go-lucky fashion of it is indeed not then, 
we grant, an objection so long as we do take in refreshment: the 
meal may be of the last informality and yet produce in the event 
no small sense of repletion. The slice of life devoured, the butter 
*and the jam duly appreciated, we are ready, no doubt, on another 
day, to trust ourselves afresh to the desert. We break camp, that 
is, and face toward a further stretch of it, all in the faith that we 
shall be once more provided for. We take the risk, we enjoy more 
or less the assistance — more or less, we put it, for the vision of a 
possible arrest of the miracle or failure of our supply never wholly 
leaves us. The phenomenon is too uncanny, the happy-go-lucky, as 
we know it in general, never has been trustable to the end^ the 
absence of the last true touch in the preparation of its viands be- 
comes with each renewal of the adventure a more sensible fact. 
By the last true touch we mean of course the touch of the hand of 
selection j the principle of selection having been involved at the 
worst or the least, one would suppose, in any approach whatever 
to the loaf of life with the arriere--'pensSe of a slice. There being 
no question of a slice upon which the further question of where 
and how to cut it does not wait, the office of method, the idea of 
choice and comparison, have occupied the ground from the first. 
This makes clear, to a moments reflection, that there can be no 
such thing as an amorphous slice, and that any waving aside of 
inquiry as to the sense and value of a chunk of matter has to reckon 
with the simple truth of its having been born of naught else but 
measured excision. Reasons have been the fairies waiting on its 
cradle, the possible presence of a bad fairy in the form of a bad 
reason to the contrary notwithstanding. It has thus had connec- 
tions at the very first stage of its detachment that are at no later 
stage logically to be repudiated 5 let it lie as lumpish as it will — 
for adoption, we mean, of the ideal of the lump — it has been 
tainted from too far back with the hard liability to form, and thus 
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carries m its very breast the hapless contradiction of its sturdy claim 
to have none. This claim has the inevitable challenge at once to 
meet. How can a slice of life be anything but illustrational of the 
loaf, and how can illustration not immediately bristle with every 
sign of the extracted and related state? The relation is at once to 
what the thing comes from and to what it waits upon — ^which last 
is our act of recognition. We accordingly appreciate it in propor- 
tion as it so accounts for itself j the quantity and the intensity of its 
reference are the measure of our knowledge of it. This is exactly 
why illustration breaks down when reference, otherwise applica- 
tion, runs short, and why before any assemblage of figures or as- 
pects, otherwise of samples and specimens, the question of what 
these are, extensively, samples and specimens of declines not to 
beset us — why, otherwise again, we look ever for the supreme 
reference that shall avert the bankruptcy of sense. 

Let us profess all readiness to repeat that we may still have 
had, on the merest ‘life’ system, or that of the starkest crudity of 
the slice, all the entertainment that can come from watching a way- 
farer engage with assurance in an alley that we know to have no 
issue — and from watching for the very sake of the face that he 
may show us on reappearing at its mouth. The recitals of Mr. 
Arnold Bennett, Mr. Gilbert Cannan, Mr. D. H. Lawrence, fairly 
smell of the real, just as the Fortitude and The Duchess of Mr. 
Hugh Walpole smell of the romantic; we have sufficiently noted 
then that, once on the scent, we are capable of pushing ahead. How 
far It is at the same time from being all a matter of smell the 
terms in which we just above glanced at the weakness of the spell 
of the happy-go-lucky may here serve to indicate. There faces us 
all the while the fact that the act of consideration as an incident 
of the esthetic pleasure, consideration confidently knowing us to 
have sooner or later to arrive at It, may be again and again post- 
poned, but can never hope not some time to fail due. Considera- 
tion is susceptible of many forms, some one or other of which no 
conscious esthetic effort fails to cry out for; and the simplest de- 
scription of the cry of the novel when sincere — for have we not 
heard such compositions bluff us, as It were, with false cries? — ^is 
as an appeal to us when we have read It once to read it yet again. 
That is the act of consideration; no other process of considering 
approaches this for directness, so that anything short of it is vir- 
tually not to consider at all. The word has sometimes another 
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sense, that of the appeal to us not^ for the world, to go back — ^this 
being of course consideration of a sort 3 the sort clearly that the 
truly flushed production should be the last to invoke. The effect of 
consideration, we need scarce remark, is to light for us in a work 
of art the hundred questions of how and why and whither, and the 
effect of these questions, once lighted, is enormously to thicken 
and complicate, even if toward final clarifications, what we have 
called the amused state produced in us by the work. The more our 
amusement multiplies its terms the more fond and the more re- 
warded consideration becomes j the fewer it leaves them, on the 
other hand, the less to be resisted for us is the impression of ^bare 
ruined choirs where late the sweet birds sang.^ Birds that have ap- 
peared to sing, or whose silence we have not heeded, on a first 
perusal, prove on a second to have no note to contribute, and 
whether or no a second is enough to admonish us of those we miss, 
we mostly expect much from it in the way of emphasis of those we 
find. Then it is that notes of intention become more present or 
more absent j then it is that we take the measure of what we have 
already called our effective provision. The bravest providers and 
designers show at this point something still in store which only 
the second rummage was appointed to draw forth. To the variety 
of these ways of not letting our fondness fast is there not prac- 
tically no limit — and of the arts, the devices, the graces, the subtle 
secrets applicable to such an end what presumptuous critic shall 
pretend to draw the list? Let him for the moment content him- 
self with saying that many of the most effective are mysteries, 
precisely, of method, or that even when they are not most essen- 
tially and directly so it takes method, blest method, to extract their 
soul and to determine their action. 

It is odd and delightful perhaps that at the very moment of 
our urging this truth we should happen to be regaled with a really 
supreme specimen of the part playable in a novel by the source 
of interest, the principle of provision attended to, for which we 
claim importance. Mr. Joseph Conrad^s Chance is none the less a 
signal instance of provision the most earnest and the most copious 
for its leaving ever so much to be said about the particular pro- 
vision effected. It is none the less an extraordinary exhibition of 
method by the fact that the method is, we venture to say, without 
a precedent in any like work. It places Mr. Conrad absolutely 
alone as a votary of the way to do a thing that shall make it under- 
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go most doing. The way to do it that shall make it undergo least is 
the line on which we are mostly now used to see prizes carried off; 
so that the author of Chance gathers up on this showing all sorts 
of comparative distinction. He gathers up at least two sorts— that 
of bravery in absolutely reversing the process most accredited, and 
that, quite separate, we make out, of performing the manoeuvre 
under salvos of recognition. It is not in these days often given to 
a refinement of design to be recognized, but Mr. Conrad has made 
his achieve that miracle — save in so far indeed as the miracle has 
been one thing and the success another. The miracle is of the 
rarest, confounding all calculation and suggesting more reflections 
than we can begin to make place for here j but the sources of surprise 
surrounding it might be, were this possible, even greater anci yet 
leave the fact itself in all independence, the fact that the whole 
undertaking was committed by its very first step either to be ‘art’ ex- 
clusively or to be nothing. This is the prodigious rarity, since surely 
we have known for many a day no other such case of the whole 
clutch of eggs, and these withal of the freshest, in that one basket; 
to which it may be added that if we say for many a day this is not 
through our readiness positively to associate the sight with any very 
definite moment of the past. What concerns us is that the general 
effect of Chance is arrived at by a pursuance of means to the end 
in view contrasted with which every other current form of the 
chase can only affect us as cheap and futile; the carriage of the bur- 
den or amount of service required on these lines exceeding surely 
all other such displayed degrees of energy put together. Nothing 
could well interest us more than to see the exemplary value of at- 
tention, attention given by the author and asked of the reader, 
attested in a case in which it has had almost unspeakable difficulties 
to struggle with — ^since so we are moved to qualify the particular 
difficulty Mr. Conrad has ‘elected’ to face: the claim for method 
in itself, method in this very sense of attention applied, would be 
somehow less lighted if the difficulties struck us as less consciously, 
or call it even less wantonly, invoked. What they consist of we 
should have to diverge here a little to say, and should even then 
probably but lose ourselves in the dim question of why so special, 
eccentric and desperate a course, so deliberate a plunge into threat- 
ened frustration, should alone have seemed open. It has been ffie 
course, so far as three words may here serve, of his so multiplying 
his creators or, as we are now fond of saying, producers, as to make 
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them almost more numerous and quite emphatically more ma- 
terial than the creatures and the production itself in whom and 
which we by the general law of fiction expect such agents to lose 
themselves. We take for granted by the general law of fiction a 
primary author, take him so much for granted that we forget him 
in proportion as he works upon us, and that he works upon us most 
in fact by making us forget him. 

Mr. Conrad’s first care on the other hand is expressly to posit or 
set up a reciter, a definite responsible intervening first person singu- 
lar, possessed of infinite sources of reference, who immediately 
proceeds to set up another, to the end that this other may conform 
again to the practice, and that even at that point the bridge over 
to the creature, or in other words to the situation or the subject, 
the thing ‘produced,’ shall, if the fancy takes it, once more and yet 
once more glory in a gap. It is easy to see how heroic the under- 
taking of an effective fusion becomes on these terms, fusion be- 
tween what we are to know and that prodigy of our knowing which 
is ever half the very beauty of the atmosphere of authenticity; 
from the moment the reporters are thus multiplied from pitch to 
pitch the tone of each, especially as ‘rendered’ by his precursor in 
the series, becomes for the prime poet of all an immense question 
— ^these circumferential tones having not only to be such individu- 
ally separate notes, but to keep so clear of the others, the central, 
the numerous and various voices of the agents proper, those ex- 
pressive of the action itself and in whom the objectivity resides. 
We usually escape the worst of this difficulty of a tone about the 
tone of our characters, our projected performers, by keeping it 
single, keeping it ‘down’ and thereby comparatively impersonal or, 
as we may say, inscrutable; which is what a creative force, in its 
blest fatuity, likes to be. But the omniscience, remaining indeed 
nameless, though constantly active, which sets Marlow’s omnis- 
cience in motion from the very first page, insisting on a reciprocity 
with it throughout, this original omniscience invites consideration 
of itself only in a degree less than that in which Marlow’s own 
invites it; and Marlow’s own is a prolonged hovering flight of the 
subjective over the outstretched ground of the case exposed. We 
make out this ground but through the shadow cast by the flight, 
clarify it though the real author visibly reminds himself again and 
again that he must — ^all the more that, as if by some tremendous 
forecast of future applied science, the upper aeroplane causes an- 
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Other, as we have said, to depend from it and that one still an- 
other} these dropping shadow after shadow, to the no small 
menace of intrinsic colour and form and whatever, upon the pas- 
sive expanse. What shall we most call Mr. Conrad’s method ac- 
cordingly but his attempt to clarify quani meme — ^ridden as he 
has been, we perceive at the end of fifty pages of Chance^ by such 
a danger of steeping his matter in perfect eventual obscuration as 
we recall no other artist’s consenting to with an equal grace. This 
grace, which presently comes over us as the sign of the whole 
business, is Mr. Conrad’s gallantry itself, and the shortest account 
of the rest of the connection for our present purpose is that his gal- 
lantry is thus his success. It literally strikes us that his volume sets 
in motion more than anything else a drama in which his own 
system and his combined eccentricities of recital represent the pro- 
tagonist in face of powers leagued against it, and of which the 
denouement gives us the system fighting in triumph, though with 
its back desperately to the wall, and laying the powers piled up at 
its feet. This frankly has been our spectacle, our suspense and our 
thrill j with the one flaw on the roundness of it all the fact that the 
predicament was not imposed rather than invoked, was not the 
effect of a challenge from without, but that of a mystic impulse 
from within. 

Of an exquisite refinement at all events are the critical ques- 
tions opened up in the attempt, the question in particular of by 
what it exactly is that the experiment is crowned. Pronouncing it 
crowned and the case saved by sheer gallantry, as we did above, is 
perhaps to fall just short of the conclusion we might reach were 
we to push further. Chmce is an example of objectivity, most 
precious of aims, not only menaced but definitely compromised; 
whereby we are in presence of something really of the strangest, 
a general and diffused lapse of authenticity which an inordinate 
number of common readers — since it always takes this and these 
to account encouragingly for ‘editions’ — ^have not only condoned 
but have emphatically commended. They can have done this but 
through the bribe of some authenticity other in kind, no doubt, 
and seeming to them equally great if not greater, which gives back 
by the left hand what the right has, with however dissimulated a 
grace, taken away. What Mr. Conrad’s left hand gives back then 
is simply Mr. Conrad himself. We asked above what would be- 
come, by such a form of practice, of indispensable ‘fusion’ or, to 
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call it by another name, of the fine process by which our impatient 
material, at a given moment, shakes off the humiliation of the 
handled, the fumbled state, puts its head in the air and, to its own 
beautiful illusory consciousness at least, simply runs its race. Such 
an amount of handling and fumbling and repointing has it, on the 
system of the multiplied sputter into marble,’ to shake off^ And 
yet behold, the sense of discomfort, as the show here works out, has 
been conjured away. The fusion has taken place, or at any rate a 
fusion ^ only it has been transferred in wondrous fashion to an 
unexpected, and on the whole more limited plane of operation j 
it has succeeded m getting effected, so to speak, not on the ground 
but in the air, not between our writer’s idea and his machinery, but 
between the different parts of his genius itself. His genius is what 
IS left over from the other, the compromised and compromising 
quantities — the Marlows and their determinant inventors and in- 
terlocutors, the Powells, the Franklins, the Fynes, the tell-tale 
little dogs, the successive members of a cue from one to the other 
of which the sense and the interest of the subject have to be passed 
on together, in the manner of the buckets of water for the im- 
provised extinction of a fire, before reaching our apprehension: 
all with whatever result, to this apprehension, of a quantity to be 
allowed for as spilt by the way. The residuum has accordingly the 
form not of such and such a number of images discharged and 
ordered, but that rather of a wandering, circling, yearning imagi- 
native faculty y encountered in its habit as it lives and diffusing 
itself as a presence or a tide, a noble sociability of vision. So we 
have as the force that fills the cup just the high-water mark of a 
beautiful and generous mind at play in conditions comparatively 
thankless — ^thoroughly, unweariecily, yet at the same time ever so 
elegantly at play, and doing more for itself than it succeeds in 
getting done for it. Than which nothing could be of a greater re- 
ward to critical curiosity were it not still for the wonder of won- 
ders, a new page in the record altogether — the fact that these 
things are apparently what the common reader has seen and under- 
stood. Great then would seem to be after all the common reader! 

IV 

We must not fail of the point, however, that we have made 
these remarks not at all with an eye to the question of whether 
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Chance has been well or ill inspired as to its particular choice of 
a way of really attending to itself among all the possible alterna- 
tives, but only on the ground of its having compared, selected and 
held onj since any alternative that might have been preferred and 
that should liave been effectively adopted would point our moral 
as well— and this even if it is of profit none the less to note the 
most striking of Mr. Conrad’s compositional consequences. There 
is one of these that has had most to do with making his pages differ 
m texture, and to our very first glance, from that straggle of un- 
governed verbiage which leads us up and down those of his fel- 
low fabulists in general on a vain hunt for some projected mass of 
truth, some solidity of substance, as to which the deluge of 
‘dialogue,’ the flooding report of things said, or at least of words 
pretendedly spoken, shall have learned the art of being merely 
illustrational. What first springs from any form of real attention, 
no matter which, we on a comparison so made quickly perceive to 
be a practical challenge of the preposterous pretension of this most 
fatuous of the luxuries of looseness to acquit itself with authority 
of the structural and compositional office. Infinitely valid and vivid 
as illustration, it altogether depends for dignity and sense upon 
our state of possession of its historic preliminaries, its promoting 
conditions, its supporting ground j that is upon our waiting occu- 
pancy of the chamber it proposes to light and which, when no 
other source of effect is more indicated, it doubtless quite in- 
imitably fills with life. Then its relation to what encloses and con- 
fines and, in its sovereign interest, finely compresses it, offering it 
constituted aspects, surfaces, presences, faces and figures of the 
matter we are either generally or acutely concerned with to play 
over and hang upon, then this relation gives it all its value: it has 
flowered from the soil prepared and sheds back its richness into the 
field of cultivation. It is interesting, in a word, only when nothing 
else is equally so, carrying the vessel of the interest with least of a 
stumble or a sacrifice; but it is of the essence that the sounds so 
set in motion (it being as sound above all that they undertake to 
convey sense) should have something to proceed from, in their 
course, to address themselves to and be affected by, with all the 
sensibility of sounds. It is of the essence that they should live in 
a medium, and in a medium only, since it takes a medium to give 
them an identity, the intenser the better, and that the medium 
should subserve them by enjoying in a like degree the luxury of 
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an existence. We need of course scarce expressly note that the 
play, as distinguished from the novel, lives exclusively on the 
spoken word — not on the report of the thing said but, directly and 
audibly, on that very thing j that it thrives by its law on the exer- 
cise under which the novel hopelessly collapses when the attempt 
is made disproportionately to impose it. There is no danger for the 
play of the cart before the horse, no disaster involved in it 5 that 
form being all horse and the interest itself mounted and astride, 
and not, as that of the novel, dependent in the first instance on 
wheels. The order in which the drama simply says things gives 
it all its form, while the story told and the picture painted, as the 
novel at the pass we have brought it to embraces them, reports 
of an infinite diversity of matters, gathers together and gives out 
again a hundred sorts, and finds its order and its structure, its 
unity and its beauty, in the alternation of parts and the adjust- 
ment of differences. It is no less apparent that the novel may be 
fundamentally organized — such things as The Egoist and The 
Awkward Age are there to prove it 5 but in this case it adheres un- 
confusedly to that logic and has nothing to say to any other. Were 
it not for a second exception, one at this season rather pertinent, 
Chance then, to return to it a moment, would be as happy an ex- 
ample as we might just now put our hand on of the automatic 
working of a scheme unfavourable to that treatment of the col- 
loquy by endless dangling strings which makes the current ^story^ 
in general so figure to us a porcupine of extravagant yet abnor- 
mally relaxed bristles. 

The exception we speak of would be Mrs. Wharton^s Custom 
of the Country y in which, as in this lady’s other fictions, we recog- 
nize the happy fact of an abuse of no one of the resources it enjoys 
at the expense of the others^ the whole series offering as general an 
example of dialogue flowering and not weeding, illustrational and 
not itself starved of illustration, or starved of referability and as- 
sociation, which is the same thing, as meets the eye in any glance 
that leaves Mr. Wells at Mr. Wells’s best-inspired hour out of 
our own account. The truth is, however, that Mrs. Wharton is 
herself here out of our account, even as we have easily recog- 
nized Mr. Galsworthy and Mr. Maurice Hewlett to be^ these 
three authors, with whatever differences between them, remaining 
essentially votaries of selection and intention and being embodi- 
ments thereby, in each case, of some state ^over and above that 
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simple state of possession of much evidence, that confused con- 
ception of what the ‘slice’ of life must consist of, which forms the 
text of our remarks. Mrs. Wharton, her conception of the ‘slice’ 
so clarified and cultivated, would herself of course form a text in 
quite another connection, as Mr, Hewlett and Mr. Galsworthy 
would do each in his own, which we abstain from specifying; but 
there are two or three grounds on which the author of Ethan 
Frame , The Valley of Decision and The House of Mirth, whom 
we brush by with reluctance, would point the moral of the treasure 
of amusement sitting in the lap of method with a felicity peculiarly 
her own. If one of these is that she too has clearly a saturation — 
which it would be ever so interesting to determine and appreciate 
— we have it from her not in the crude state but in the extract, the 
extract that makes all the difference for our sense of an artistic 
economy. If the extract, as would appear, is the result of an artistic 
economy, as the latter is its logical motive, so we find it associated 
in Mrs. Wharton with such appeals to our interest, for instance, as 
the fact that, absolutely sole among our students of this form, she 
suffers, she even encourages, her expression to flower into some 
sharp image or figure of her thought when that will make the 
thought more finely touch us. Her step, without straying, en- 
counters the living analogy, which she gathers, in passing, with- 
out awkwardness of pause, and which the page then carries on its 
breast as a trophy plucked by a happy adventurous dash, a token 
of spirit and temper as well as a proof of vision. We note it as one 
of the kinds of proof of vision that most fail us in that compara- 
tive desert of the inselective where our imagination has itself to 
hunt out or call down (often among strange witnessed flounder- 
ings or sand-storms) such analogies as may mercifully ‘put’ the 
thing. Mrs. Wharton not only owes to her cultivated art of put- 
ting it the distinction enjoyed when some ideal of expression has 
the whole of the case, the case once made its concern, in charge, 
but might further act for us, were we to follow up her exhibition, 
as lighting not a little that question of ‘tone,’ the author’s own 
intrinsic, as to which we have just seen Mr. Conrad’s late produc- 
tion rather tend to darken counsel. The Custom of the Country is 
an eminent instance of the sort of tonic value most opposed to 
that baffled relation between the subject-matter and its emergence 
which we find constituted by the circumvallations of Chance. Mrs. 
Wharton’s reaction in presence of the aspects of life hitherto, it 
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would seem, mainly exposed to her is for the most part the ironic 
— to which we gather that these particular aspects have so much 
ministered that, were we to pursue the quest, we might recognize 
in them precisely the saturation as to which we a moment ago re- 
served our judgment. The Custom of the Country is at any rate 
consistently, almost scientifically satiric, as indeed the satiric light 
was doubtless the only one in which the elements engaged could 
at all be focussed together. But this happens directly to the profit 
of something that, as we read, becomes more and more one with 
the principle of authority at work 5 the light that gathers is a dry 
light, of great intensity, and the effect, if not rather the very es- 
sence, of its dryness is a particular fine asperity. The usual '^creative’ 
conditions and associations, as we have elsewhere languished 
among them, are thanks to this ever so sensibly altered j the 
general authoritative relation attested becomes clear — ^we move in 
an air purged at a stroke of the old sentimental and romantic 
values, the pei-versions with the maximum of waste of perversions, 
and we shall not here attempt to state what this makes for in the 
way of esthetic refreshment and relief j the waste having kept us 
so dangling on the dark esthetic abyss. A shade of asperity may be 
in such fashion a security against waste, and in the dearth of dis- 
played securities we should welcome it on that ground alone. It 
helps at any rate to constitute for the talent manifest in The Cus- 
tom a rare identity, so far should we have to go to seek another 
instance of the dry, or call it perhaps even the hard, intellectual 
touch in the soft, or call it perhaps even the humid, temperamental 
air j in other words of the masculine conclusion tending so to crown 
the feminine observation. 

If we mentioned Mr. Compton Mackenzie at the beginning of 
these reflections only to leave him waiting for some further appre- 
ciation, this is exactly because his case, to the most interesting 
effect, is no simple one, like two or three of our others, but on the 
contrary mystifying enough almost to stand by itself. What would 
be this striking young writer’s state of acquaintance and possession, 
and should we find it, on our recognition of it, to be all he is con- 
tent to pitch forth, without discriminations or determinants, with- 
out motives or lights.? Do Carnival and Sinister Street proceed 
from the theory of the slice or from the conception of the extract, 
‘the extract flashed and fine,’ the chemical process superseding the 
mechanical.? Mr. Compton Mackenzie’s literary aspect, though 
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decidedly that of youth, or that of experience, a great deal of 
young experience, in its freshness, offers the attraction of a com- 
plexity defiant of the prompt conclusion, really charms us by giv- 
ing us something to wonder about. We literally find it not easy to 
say if there may not lurk in Carnival, for example, a selective sense 
more apprehensible, to a push of inquiry, than its overflooded sur- 
face, a real invitation to wade and upon which everything within 
the author’s ken appears poured out, would at first lead us to sus- 
pect. The question comes up in like fashion as to the distinctly 
more developed successor of that work, before which we in fact 
find questions multiply to a positive quickening of critical pleasure. 
We ask ourselves what Sinister Street may mean as a whole in 
spite of our sense of being brushed from the first by a hundred 
subordinate purposes, the succession and alternation of which seem 
to make after a fashion a plan, and which, though full of occa- 
sional design, yet fail to gather themselves for application or to 
converge to an idea. Any idea will serve, ever, that has held up its 
candle to composition — and it is perhaps because composition pro- 
poses itself under Mr. Compton Mackenzie’s energy on a scale 
well-nigh of the most prodigious that we must wait to see whither 
it tends. The question of what he may here mean ‘on the whole,’ 
as we just said, is doubtless admonished to stand back till we be 
possessed of the whole. This interesting volume is but a first, com- 
mitted up to its eyes to continuity and with an announced sequel 
to follow. The recital exhibits at the point we have reached the 
intimate experience of a boy at school and in his holidays, the am- 
plification of which is to come with his terms and their breaks at 
a university; and the record will probably form a more squared 
and extended picture of life equally conditioned by the extremity 
of youth than we shall know where else to look for. Youth clearly 
has been Mr. Mackenzie’s saturation, as it has been Mr. Hugh 
Walpole’s, but we see this not as a subject (youth in itself is no 
specific subject, any more than age is) but as matter for a sub- 
ject and as requiring a motive to redeem it from the merely pas- 
sive state of the slice. We are sure throughout both Sinister Street 
and Carnival of breathing the air of the extract, as we contentiously 
call it, only in certain of the rounded episodes strung on the loose 
cord as so many vivid beads, each of its chosen hue, and the series 
of which, even with differences of price between them, we take for 
a lively gage of performance to come. These episodes would be 



212 


THE ART OF FICTION 


easy to cite; they are handsomely numerous and each strikes us 
as giving in its turn great salience to its motive j besides which 
each is in its turn ‘done’ with an eminent sense and a remarkably 
straight hand for doing. They may well be cited together as both 
signally and finely symptomatic, for the literary gesture and the 
bravura breadth with which such frequent medallions as the ad- 
venture on the boy’s part of the Catholic church at Bournemouth, 
as his experiment of the Benedictine house in Wiltshire, as his 
period of acquaintance with the esthetic cenacle in London, as his 
relation with his chosen school friend under the intensity of boyish 
choosing, are ornamentally hung up, differ not so much in degree as 
in kind from any play of presentation that we mostly see elsewhere 
offered us. To which we might add other like matters that we lack 
space to enumerate, the scene, the aspect, the figure in motion tend- 
ing always, under touches thick and strong, to emerge and flush, 
sound and strike, catch us in its truth. We have read ‘tales of school 
life’ in which the boys more or less swarmed and sounded, but 
from which the masters have practically been quite absent, to the 
great weakening of any picture of the boyish consciousness, on 
which the magisterial fact is so heavily projected. If that is less 
true for some boys than for others, the ‘point’ of Michael Fane 
is that for him it is truest. The types of masters have in Sinister 
Street both number and salience, rendered though they be mostly 
as grotesques — which effect we take as characterizing the particular 
turn of mind of the young observer and discoverer commemorated. 

That he is a discoverer is of the essence of his interest, a suc- 
cessful and resourceful young discoverer, even as the poor ballet- 
girl in Carnival is a tragically baffled and helpless one; so that 
what each of the works proposes to itself is a recital of the things 
discovered. Those thus brought to our view in the boy’s case are 
of much more interest, to our sense, than like matters In the other 
connection, thanks to his remarkable and living capacity; the 
heroine of Carnival is frankly too minute a vessel of experience for 
treatment on the scale on which the author has honoured her — ^she 
is done assuredly, but under multiplications of touch that become 
too much, in the narrow field, monotonies; and she leaves us asking 
almost as much what she exhibitionally means, what application re- 
sides in the accumulation of facts concerning her, as if she too were 
after all but a slice, or at the most but a slice 0/ a slice, and her his- 
tory but one of the aspects, on her author’s part, of the condition of 
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repleteness against the postulate of the entire adequacy of which we 
protest. So far as this record does affect us as an achieved ‘extract/ 
to reiterate our term, that result abides in its not losing its centre, 
which is its fidelity to the one question of her dolefully embar- 
rassed little measure of life. We Imow to that extent with some in- 
tensity what her producer would be at, yet an element of the arbi- 
trary hangs for us about the particular illustration — illustrations 
leaving us ever but half appreciative till we catch that one bright 
light in which they give out all they contain. This light is of course 
always for the author to set somewhere. Is it set then so much as 
it should be in Sinister Street, and is our impression of the promise 
of this recital one with a dawning divination of the illustrative 
card that Mr. Mackenzie may still have up his sleeve and that our 
after sense shall recognize as the last thing left on the table? By 
no means, we can as yet easily say, for if a boy’s experience has ever 
been given us for its face value simply, for what it is worth in 
mere recovered intensity, it is so given us here. Of all the satura- 
tions it can in fact scarce have helped being the most sufficient in 
itself, for it is exactly, where it is best, from beginning to end the 
remembered and reported thing, that thing alone, that thing ex- 
istent in the field of memory, though gaining value too from the 
applied intelligence, or in other words from the lively talent, of 
the memorizer. The memorizer helps, he contributes, he com- 
pletes, and what we have admired in him is that in the case of each 
of the pearls fished up by his dive — ^though indeed these fruits of 
the rummage are not all pearls — his mind has had a further iri- 
descence to confer. It is the fineness of the iridescence that on such 
an occasion matters, and this appeal to our interest is again and 
again on Mr. Compton Mackenzie’s page of the happiest and the 
brightest. It is never more so than when we catch him, as we re- 
peatedly do, in the act of positively caring for his expression as 
expression, positively providing for his phrase as a fondly fore- 
seeing parent for a child, positively loving it in the light of what 
it may do for him — ^meeting revelations, that is, in what it may 
do, and appearing to recognize that the value of the offered thing, 
its whole relation to us, is created by the breath of language, that 
on such terms exclusively, for appropriation and enjoyment, we 
know it, and that any claimed independence of ‘form’ on its part 
is the most abject of fallacies. Do these things mean that, moved 
by life, this interesting young novelist is even now uncontrollably 
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on the way to style? We might cite had we space several symp- 
toms, the very vividest, of that possibility 5 though such an ap- 
pearance in the field of our general survey has against its pre- 
sumptions enough to bring us surely back to our original conten- 
tion — the scant degree in which that field has ever had to reckon 
with critidsm. 



Criticism 


If literary criticism may be said to flourish among us at all, it cer- 
tainly flourishes immensely, for it flows through the periodical 
press like a river that has burst its dikes. The quantity of it is pro- 
digious, and it is a commodity of which, however the demand may 
be estimated, the supply will be sure to be in any supposable ex- 
tremity the last thing to fail us. What strikes the observer above 
all, in such an affluence, is the unexpected proportion the discourse 
uttered bears to the objects discoursed of — the paucity of examples, 
of illustrations and productions, and the deluge of doctrine sus- 
pended in the voidj the profusion of talk and the contraction of 
experiment, of what one may call literary conduct. This, indeed, 
ceases to be an anomaly as soon as we look at the conditions of 
contemporary journalism. Then we see that these conditions have 
engendered the practice of h'eviewing’ — a practice that in general 
has nothing in common with the art of criticism. Periodical litera- 
ture is a huge, open mouth which has to be fed — a vessel of im- 
mense capacity which has to be filled. It is like a regular train 
which starts at an advertised hour, but which is free to start only if 
every seat be occupied. The seats are many, the train is ponderously 
long, and hence the manufacture of dummies for the seasons when 
there are not passengers enough. A stuffed mannikin is thrust into 
the empty seat, where it makes a creditable figure till the end of 
the journey. It looks sufficiently like a passenger, and you know it 
is not one only when you perceive that it neither says anything 
nor gets out. The guard attends to it when the train is shunted, 
blows the cinders from its wooden face and gives a different crook 
to its elbow, so that it may serve for another run. In this way, in a 
well-conducted periodical, the blocks of remfUssage are the 

* From Essays in London and Elsewhere by Henry James. Copyright, 1893, by 
Harper & Brothers, 1921, by Mrs. Henry James. Used by permission of Harper 
& Brothers. 



2i6 


THE ART OF FICTION 


dummies of criticism — the recurrent, regulated breakers in the tide 
of talk. They have a reason for being, and the situation is simpler 
when we perceive it. It helps to explain the disproportion I just 
mentioned, as well, in many a case, as the quality of the particular 
discourse. It helps us to understand that the ‘organs of public 
opinion’ must be no less copious than punctual, that publicity must 
maintain its high standard, that ladies and gentlemen may turn 
an honest penny by the free expenditure of ink. It gives us a 
glimpse of the high figure presumably reached by ail the honest 
pennies accumulated in the cause, and throws us quite into a glow 
over the march of civilization and the way we have organized our 
conveniences. From this point of view it might indeed go far 
towards making us enthusiastic about our age. What is more cal- 
culated to inspire us with a just complacency than the sight of a 
new and flourishing industry, a fine economy of production.'’ The 
great business of reviewing has, in its roaring routine, many of the 
signs of blooming health, many of the features which beguile one 
into rendering an involuntary homage to successful enterprise. 

Yet it is not to be denied that certain captious persons are to 
be met who are not carried away by the spectacle, who look at it 
much askance, who see but dimly whither it tends, and who find 
no aid to vision even in the great light (about itself, its spirit, and 
its purposes, among other things) that it might have been ex- 
pected to diffuse. ‘Is there any such great light at all.'” we may 
imagine the most restless of the sceptics to inquire, ‘and isn’t the 
effect rather one of a certain kind of pretentious and unprofitable 
gloom.?’ The vulgarity, the crudity, the stupidity which this cher- 
ished combination of the offhand review and of our wonderful 
system of publicity have put into circulation on so vast a scale may 
be represented, in such a mood, as an unprecedented invention for 
darkening counsel. The bewildered spirit may ask itself, without 
speedy answer, What is the function in the life of man of such a 
periodicity of platitude and irrelevance? Such a spirit will wonder 
how the life of man survives it, and, above all, what is much more 
important, how literature resists itj whether, indeed, literature 
does resist it and is not speedily going down beneath it. The signs 
of this catastrophe will not in the case we suppose be found too 
subtle to be pointed out — the failure of distinction, the failure of 
style, the failure of knowledge, the failure of thought. The case is 
therefore one for recognizing with dismay that we are paying a 
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tremendous price for the diffusion of penmanship and opportu- 
nity} that the multiplication of endowments for chatter may be as 
fatal as an infectious disease} that literature lives essentially, in 
the sacred depths of its being, upon example, upon perfection 
wrought} that, like other sensitive organisms, it is highly suscep- 
tible of demoralization, and that nothing is better calculated than 
irresponsible pedagog)’ to make it close its ears and lips. To be 
puerile and untutored about it is to deprive it of air and light, and 
the consequence of its keeping bad company is that it loses all 
heart. We may, of course, continue to talk about it long after it has 
bored itself to death, and there is every appearance that this is 
mainly the way in which our descendants will hear of it. They 
will, however, acquiesce in its extinction. 

This, I am aware, is a dismal conviction, and I do not pretend 
to state the case ga}'ly. The most I can say is that there are times 
and places in which it strikes one as less desperate than at others. 
One of the places is Paris, and one of the times is some comfort- 
able occasion of being there. The custom of rough-and-ready re- 
viewing is, among the French, much less rooted than with us, and 
the dignity of criticism is, to my perception, in consequence much 
higher. The art is felt to be one of the most difficult, the most 
delicate, the most occasional} and the material on which it is exer- 
cised is subject to selection, to restriction. That is, whether or no the 
French are always right as to what they do notice, they strike me as 
infallible as to what they don’t. They publish hundreds of books 
which are never noticed at all, and yet they are much neater book- 
makers than we. It is recognized that such volumes have nothing to 
say to the critical sense, that they do not belong to literature, and 
that the possession of the critical sense is exactly what makes it im- 
possible to read them and dreary to discuss them — ^places them, as a 
part of critical experience, out of the question. The critical sense, 
in France, ne se derange fas, as the phrase is, for so little. No one 
would deny, on the other hand, that when it does set itself in mo- 
tion it goes further than with us. It handles the subject in general 
with finer finger-tips. The bluntness of ours, as tactile implements 
addressed to an exquisite process, is still sometimes surprising, 
even after frequent exhibition. We blunder in and out of the affair 
as if it were a railway station — ^the easiest and most public of the 
arts. It is in reality the most complicated and the most particular. 
The critical sense is so far from frequent that it is absolutely rare. 
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and the possession of the cluster of qualities that minister to it is 
one of the highest distinctions. It is a gift inestimably precious and 
beautiful, therefore, so far from thinking that it passes overmuch 
from hand to hand, one knows that one has only to stand by the 
counter an hour to see that business is done with baser coin. We 
have too many small schoolmasters ; yet not only do I not question 
in literature the high utility of criticism, but I should be tempted 
to say that the part it plays may be the supremely beneficent one 
when it proceeds from deep sources, from the efficient combination 
of experience and perception. In this light one sees the critic as the 
real helper of the artist, a torch-bearing outrider, the interpreter, 
the brother. The more the tune is noted and the direction observed 
the more we shall enjoy the convenience of a critical literature. 
When one thinks of the outfit required for free work in this spirit, 
one is ready to pay almost any homage to the intelligence that has 
put it on; and when one considers the noble figure completely 
equipped — armed caf-a-fie in curiosity and sympathy — one falls in 
love with the apparition. It certainly represents the knight who has 
knelt through his long vigil and who has the piety of his office. For 
there is something sacrificial in his function, inasmuch as he offers 
himself as a general touchstone. To lend himself, to project himself 
and steep himself, to feel and feel till he understands, and to 
understand so well that he can say, to have perception at the pitch 
of passion and expression as embracing as the air, to be infinitely 
curious and incorrigibly patient, and yet plastic and inflammable 
and determinable, stooping to conquer and serving to direct — these 
are fine chances for an active mind, chances to add the idea of in- 
dependent beauty to the conception of success. Just in proportion 
as he is sentient and restless, just in proportion as he reacts and 
reciprocates and penetrates, is the critic a valuable instrument; for 
in literature assuredly criticism is the critic, just as art is the artist; 
it being assuredly the artist who invented art and the critic who 
invented criticism, and not the other way round. 

And it is with the kinds of criticism exactly as it is with the kinds 
of art — the best kind, the only kind worth speaking of, is the kind 
that springs from the liveliest experience. There are a hundred 
labels and tickets, in all this matter, that have been pasted on from 
the outside and appear to exist for the convenience of passers-by; 
but the critic who lives in the house, ran^ng through its innu- 
merable chambers, knows nothing about the bills on the front. He 
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only knows that the more impressions he has the more he is able 
to record, and that the more he is saturated, poor fellow, the more 
he can give out. His life, at this rate, is heroic, for it is immensely 
vicarious. He has to understand for others, to answer for themj he 
is always under arms. He knows that the whole honor of the 
matter, for him, besides the success in his own eyes, depends upon 
his being indefatigably supple, and that is a formidable order. Let 
me not speak, however, as if his work were a conscious grind, for 
the sense of effort is easily lost in the enthusiasm of curiosity. Any 
vocation has its hours of intensity that is so closely connected with 
life. That of the critic, in literature, is connected doubly, for he 
deals with life at second-hand as well as at first j that is, he deals 
with the experience of others, which he resolves into his own, and 
not of those invented and selected others with whom the novelist 
makes comfortable terms, but with the uncompromising swarm of 
authors, the clamorous children of history. He has to make them 
as vivid and as free as the novelist makes his puppets, and yet he 
has, as the phrase is, to take them as they come. We must be easy 
with him if the picture, even when the aim has really been to pene- 
trate, is sometimes confused, for there are baffling and there are 
thankless subjects; and we make everything up to him by the 
peculiar purity of our esteem when the portrait is really, like the 
happy portraits of the other art, a text preserved by translation. 



Emerson 


Mr. Elliot Cabot has made a very interesting contribution to a 
class of books of which our literature, more than any other, offers 
adrnirable examples: he has given us a biography^ intelligently 
and carefully composed. These two volumes are a model of re- 
sponsible editing — I use that term because they consist largely of 
letters and extracts from letters: nothing could resemble less the 
manner in which the mere bookmaker strings together his fre- 
quently questionable pearls and shovels the heap into the presence 
of the public. Mr. Cabot has selected, compared, discriminated, 
steered an even course between meagreness and redundancy, and 
managed to be constantly and happily illustrative. And his work, 
moreover, strikes us as the better done from the fact that it stands 
for one of the two things that make an absorbing memoir a good 
deal more than for the other. If these two things be the conscience 
of the writer and the career of his hero, it is not difficult to see on 
which side the biographer of Emerson has found himself strongest. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson was a man of genius, but he led for nearly 
eighty years a life in which the sequence of events had little of 
the rapidity, or the complexity, that a spectator loves. There is 
something we miss very much as we turn these pages — something 
that has a kind of accidental, inevitable presence in almost any per- 
sonal record — ^something that may be most definitely indicated 
under the name of colour. We lay down the book with a singular 
impression of paleness — an impression that comes partly from the 
tone of the biographer and partly from the moral complexion of 
his subject, but mainly from the vacancy of the page itself. That of 
Emerson’s personal history is condensed into the single word Con- 

* From Partial Portraits by Henry James, Macmillan and Co., London and 
New York, 1888. 

^ A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson by James Elliot Cabot. Two volumes; 
London, 1887. 
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cord, and all the condensation in the world will not make it look 
rich. It presents a most continuous surface. Mr. Matthew Arnold, 
in his Discourses in Am erica , contests Emerson’s complete right to 
the title of a man of letters; yet letters surely were the very tex- 
ture of his history. Passions, alternations, affairs, adventures had 
absolutely no part in it. It stretched itself out in enviable quiet — 
a quiet in which we hear the jotting of the pencil in the notebook. 
It is the very life for literature (I mean for one’s own, not that of 
another) : fifty years of residence m the home of one’s forefathers, 
pervaded by reading, by walking in the woods and the daily addi- 
tion of sentence to sentence. 

If the interest of Mr. Cabot’s pencilled portrait is incontestable 
and yet does not spring from variety, it owes nothing either to a 
source from which it might have borrowed much and which it is 
impossible not to regret a little that he has so completely neglected; 
I mean a greater reference to the social conditions in which Emer- 
son moved, the company he lived in, the moral air he breathed. If 
his biographer had allowed himself a little more of the ironic 
touch, had put himself once in a way under the protection of 
Sainte-Beuvc and had attempted something of a general picture, 
we should have felt that he only went with the occasion. I may 
over-estimate the latent treasures of the field, but it seems to me 
there was distinctly an opportunity — an opportunity to make up 
moreover in some degree for the white tint of Emerson’s career 
considered simply in itself. We know a man imperfectly until we 
know his society, and we but half know a society until we know its 
manners. This is especially true of a man of letters, for manners 
lie very close to literature. From those of the New England world 
in which Emerson’s character formed itself Mr. Cabot almost 
averts his lantern, though we feel sure that there would have been 
delightful glimpses to be had and that he would have been in a 
position — that is that he has all the knowledge that would enable 
him — ^to help us to them. It is as if he could not trust himself, 
knowing the subject only too well. This adds to the effect of ex- 
treme discretion that we find in his volumes, but it is the cause of 
our not finding certain things, certain figures and scenes, evoked. 
What is evoked is Emerson’s pure spirit, by a copious, sifted series 
of citations and comments. But we must read as much as possible 
between the lines, and the picture of the transcendental time (to 
mention simply one corner) has yet to be painted — ^the lines have 
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yet to be bitten in. Meanwhile we are held and charmed by the 
image of Emerson’s mind and the extreme appeal which his 
physiognomy makes to our art of discrimination. It is so fair, so 
uniform and impersonal, that its features are simply fine shades, 
the gradations of tone of a surface whose proper quality was of 
the smoothest and on which nothing was reflected with violence. 
It IS a pleasure of the critical sense to find, with Mr. Cabot’s ex- 
tremely intelligent help, a notation for such delicacies. 

We seem to see the circumstances of our author’s origin, im- 
mediate and remote, in a kind of high, vertical moral light, the 
brightness of a society at once very simple and very responsible. 
The rare singleness that was in his nature (so that he was all the 
warning moral voice, without distraction or counter-solicitation), 
was also in the stock he sprang from, clerical for generations, on 
both sides, and clerical in the Puritan sense. His ancestors had 
lived long (for nearly two centuries) in the same corner of New 
England, and during that period had preached and studied and 
prayed and practised. It is impossible to imagine a spirit better pre- 
pared in advance to be exactly what it was — better educated for 
its office in its far-away unconscious beginnings. There is an inner 
satisfaction in seeing so straight, although so patient, a connection 
between the stem and the flower, and such a proof that when life 
wishes to produce something exquisite in quality she takes her 
measures many years in advance. A conscience like Emerson’s 
could not have been turned off, as it were, from one generation to 
another: a succession of attempts, a long process of refining, was 
required. His perfection, in his own line, comes largely from the 
non-interruption of the process. 

As most of us are made up of ill-assorted pieces, his reader, and 
Mr. Cabot’s, envies him this transmitted unity, in which there was 
no mutual hustling or crowding of elements. It must have been a 
kind of luxury to be — that is to feel — ^so homogeneous, and it helps 
to account for his serenity, his power of acceptance, and that ab- 
sence of personal passion which makes his private correspondence 
read like a series of beautiful circulars or expanded cards four 
frendre conge. He had the equanimity of a result 5 nature had 
taken care of him and he had only to speak. He accepted himself 
as he accepted others, accepted everything ^ and his absence of 
eagerness, or in other words his modesty, was that of a man with 
whom it IS not a question of success, who has nothing invested or at 
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Stake. The investment, the stake, was that o£ the race, of all the 
past Emersons and Bulkeleys and Waldos. There is much that 
makes us smile, to-day, in the commotion produced by his secession 
from the mild Unitarian pulpit: we wonder at a condition of 
opinion in which any utterance of his should appear to be wanting 
in superior piety— in the essence of good instruction. All that is 
changed: the great difference has become the infinitely small, and 
we admire a state of society in which scandal and schism took on 
no darker hue; but there is even yet a sort of drollery in the spec- 
tacle of a body of people among whom the author of The Ameri- 
can Scholar and of the Address of 1838 at the Harvard Divinity 
College passed for profane, and who failed to see that he only gave 
his plea for the spiritual life the advantage of a brilliant expression. 
They were so provincial as to think that brilliancy came ill-recom- 
mended, and they were shocked at his ceasing to care for the 
prayer and the sermon. They might have perceived that he was 
the prayer and the sermon: not in the least a secularizer, but in his 
own subtle insinuating way a sanctifier. 

Of the three periods into which his life divides itself, the first 
was (as in the case of most men) that of movement, experiment 
and selection — that of effort too and painful probation. Emerson 
had his message, but he was a good while looking for his form— 
the form which, as he himself would have said, he never com- 
pletely found and of which it was rather characteristic of him that 
his later years (with their growing refusal to give him the word), 
wishing to attack him in his most vulnerable point, where his 
tenure was least complete, had in some degree the effect of despoil- 
ing him. It all sounds rather bare and stern, Mr. Cabot’s account 
of his youth and early manhood, and we get an impression of a 
terrible paucity of alternatives. If he would be neither a farmer 
nor a trader he could ‘teach school’; that was the main resource 
and a part of the general educative process of the young New Eng- 
lander who proposed to devote himself to the things of the mind. 
There was an advantage in the nudity, however, which was that, in 
Emerson’s case at least, the things of the mind did get themselves 
admirably well considered. If it be his great distinction and his 
special sign that he had a more vivid conception of the moral life 
than any one else, it is probably not fanciful to say that he owed 
it in part to the limited way in which he saw our capacity for living 
illustrated. The plain, God-fearing, practical society which sur- 
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rounded him was not fertile in variations: it had great intelligence 
and energy, but it moved altogether in the straightforward direc- 
tion. On three occasions later — ^three journeys to Europe — he was 
introduced to a more complicated world j but his spirit, his moral 
taste, as it were, abode always within the undecorated walls of 
his youth. There he could dwell with that ripe unconsciousness of 
evil which is one of the most beautiful signs by which we know 
him. His early writings are full of quaint animadversion upon the 
vices of the place and time, but there is something charmingly 
vague, light and general in the arraignment. Almost the worst he 
can say is that these vices are negative and that his fellow-towns- 
men are not heroic. We feel that his first impressions were 
gathered in a community from which misery and extravagance, 
and either extreme, of any sort, were equally absent. What the 
life of New England fifty years ago offered to the observer was 
the common lot, in a kind of achromatic picture, without particular 
intensifications. It was from this table of the usual, the merely 
typical joys and sorrows that he proceeded to generalize — a fact 
that accounts in some degree for a certain inadequacy and thin- 
ness in his enumerations. But it helps to account also for his direct, 
intimate vision of the soul itself — ^not in its emotions, its contor- 
tions and perversions, but in its passive, exposed, yet healthy form. 
He knows the nature of man and the long tradition of its dangers j 
but we feel that whereas he can put his finger on the remedies, 
lying for the most part, as they do, in the deep recesses of virtue, 
of the spirit, he has only a kind of hearsay, uninformed acquaint- 
ance with the disorders. It would require some ingenuity, the 
reader may say too much, to trace closely this correspondence be- 
tween his genius and the frugal, dutiful, happy but decidedly lean 
Boston of the past, where there was a great deal of will but very 
little fulcrum — ^like a ministry without an opposition. 

The genius itself it seems to me impossible to contest — I mean 
the genius for seeing character as a real and supreme thing. Other 
writers have arrived at a more complete expression: Wordsworth 
and Goethe, for instance, give one a sense of having found their 
form, whereas with Emerson we never lose the sense that he is 
still seeking it. But no one has had so steady and constant, and 
above all so natural, a vision of what we require and what we are 
capable of in the way of aspiration and independence. With Emer- 
son it is ever the special capacity for moral experience — always 
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that and only that. We have the impression, somehow, that life 
had never bribed him to look at anything but the soul; and indeed 
in the world in which he grew up and lived the bribes and lures, 
the beguilements and prizes, were few. He was in an admirable 
position for showing, what he constantly endeavoui'ed to show, 
that the prize was within. Any one who in New England at that 
time could do that was sure of success, of listenei-s and sympathy: 
most of all, of course, when it was a question of doing it with such 
a divine persuasiveness. Moreover, the way in which Emerson did 
it added to the charm — by word of mouth, face to face, with a rare, 
irresistible voice and a beautiful mild, modest authority. If Mr. 
Arnold is struck with the limited degree in which he was a man of 
letters I suppose it is because he is more struck with his having 
been, as it were, a man of lectures. But the lecture surely was never 
more purged of its grossness — the quality in it that suggests a 
strong light and a big brush — than as it issued from Emerson’s 
lips; so far from being a vulgarization, it was simply the esoteric 
made audible, and instead of treating the few as the many, after 
the usual fashion of gentlemen on platforms, he treated the many 
as the few. There was probably no other society at that time in 
which he would have got so many persons to understand that; for 
we think the better of his audience as we read him, and wonder 
where else people would have had so much moral attention to give. 
It is to be remembered however that during the winter of 1 84.7-48, 
on the occasion of his second visit to England, he found many 
listeners in London and in provincial cities. Mr. Cabot’s volumes 
are full of evidence of the satisfactions he offered, the delights and 
revelations he may be said to have promised, to a race which had 
to seek its entertainment, its rewards and consolations, almost ex- 
clusively in the moral world. But his own writings are fuller still; 
we find an instance almost wherever we open them. 

‘All these great and transcendent properties are ours. . . Let 
us find room for this great guest in our small houses. . . Where 
the heart is, there the muses, there the gods sojourn, and not in 
any geography of fame. Massachusetts, Connecticut River, and 
Boston Bay, you think paltry places, and the ear loves names of 
foreign and classic topography. But here we are, and if we will 
tarry a little we may come to learn that here is best. . . The Jer- 
seys were handsome enough ground for Washington to tread, and 
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London streets for the feet of Milton. . . That country is fairest 
which is inhabited by the noblest minds.’ 

We feel, or suspect, that Milton is thrown in as a hint that the 
London streets are no such great place, and it all sounds like a sort 
of pleading consolation against bleakness. 

The beauty of a hundred passages of this kind in Emerson’s 
pages is that they are effective, that they do come home, that they 
rest upon insight and not upon ingenuity, and that if they are 
sometimes obscure it is never with the obscurity of paradox. We 
seem to see the people turning out into the snow after hearing 
them, glowing with a finer glow than even the climate could give 
and fortified for a struggle with overshoes and the east wind. 

‘Look to it first and only, that fashion, custom, authority, 
pleasure, and money, are nothing to you, are not as bandages over 
your eyes, that you cannot seej but live with the privilege of the 
immeasurable mind. Not too anxious to visit periodically all 
families and each family in your parish connection, when you meet 
one of these men or women be to them a divine man 5 be to them 
thought and virtue} let their timid aspirations find in you a friend} 
let their trampled instincts be genially tempted out in your at- 
mosphere} let their doubts know that you have doubted, and their 
wonder feel that you have wondered.’ 

When we set against an exquisite passage like that, or like the 
familiar sentences that open the essay on History (‘He that is 
admitted to the right of reason is made freeman of the whole 
estate. What Plato has thought, he may think} what a saint has 
felt, he may feel} what at any time has befallen any man, he can 
understand’) } when we compare the letters, cited by Mr. Cabot, 
to his wife from Springfield, Illinois (January 1853) feel that 
his spiritual tact needed to be very just, but that if it was so it must 
have brought a blessing. 

‘Here I am in the deep mud of the prairies, misled I fear into 
this bog, not by a will-of-the-wisp, such as shine in bogs, but by a 
young New Hampshire editor, who over-estimated the strength of 
both of us, and fancied I should glitter in the prairie and draw the 
prairie birds and waders. It rains and thaws incessantly, and if we 
step off the short street we go up to the shoulders, perhaps, in 
mud. My chamber is a cabin} my fellow-boarders are legisla- 
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tors. . . Two or three governors or ex-governors live in the 
house. . . I cannot command daylight and solitude for study or 
for more than a scrawl.’ . . . 

And another extract: — 

‘A cold, raw country this, and plenty of night-travelling and 
arriving at four in the morning to take the last and worst bed in 
the tavern. Advancing day brings mercy and favour to me, but not 
the sleep. . . Mercury 15° below zero. . . I find well-disposed, 
kindly people among these sinewy farmers of the North, but in all 
that is called cultivation they are only ten years old.’ 

He says in another letter (in i860), ‘I saw Michigan and its 
forests and the Wolverines pretty thoroughly j’ and on another 
page Mr. Cabot shows him as speaking of his engagements to lec- 
ture in the West as the obligation to ‘wade, and freeze, and ride, 
and run, and suffer all manner of indignities.’ This was not New 
England, but as regards the country districts throughout, at that 
time, it was a question of degree. Certainly never was the fine wine 
of philosophy carried to remoter or queerer corners: never was a 
more delicate diet offered to ‘two or three governors, or ex-gov- 
ernors,’ living in a cabin. It was Mercury, shivering in a mackin- 
tosh, bearing nectar and ambrosia to the gods whom he wished 
those who lived in cabins to endeavour to feel that they might be. 

I have hinted that the will, in the old New England society, was 
a clue without a labyrinth j but it had its use, nevertheless, in help- 
ing the young talent to find its mould. There were few or none 
ready-made: tradition was certainly not so oppressive as might 
have been inferred from the fact that the air swarmed with re- 
formers and improvers. Of the patient, philosophic manner in 
which Emerson groped and waited, through teaching the young 
and preaching to the adult, for his particular vocation, Mr. Cabot’s 
first volume gives a full and orderly account. His passage from the 
Unitarian pulpit to the lecture-desk was a step which at this dis- 
tance of time can hardly help appearing to us short, though he was 
long in making it, for even after ceasing to have a parish of his 
own he freely confounded the two, or willingly, at least, treated 
the pulpit as a platform. ‘The young people and the mature hint 
at odium and the aversion of faces, to be presently encountered 
in society,’ he writes in his journal in 1838} but in point of fact the 
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quiet drama of his abdication was not to include the note of suffer- 
ing. The Boston world might feel disapproval, but it was far too 
kindly to make this sentiment felt as a weight: every element of 
martyrdom was there but the important ones of the cause and the 
persecutors. Mr. Cabot marks the lightness of the penalties of 
dissent j if they were light in somewhat later years for the transcen- 
dentalists and fruit-eaters they could press but little on a man of 
Emerson’s distinction, to whom, all his life, people went not to 
carry but to ask the right word. There was no consideration to give 
up, he could not have been one of the dingy if he had tried j but 
what he did renounce in 1838 was a material profession. He was 
‘settled,’ and his indisposition to administer the communion un- 
settled him. He calls the whole business, in writing to Carlyle, ‘a 
tempest in our washbowl’ 5 but it had the effect of forcing him to 
seek a new source of income. His wants were few and his view of 
life severe, and this came to him, little by little, as he was able to 
extend the field in which he read his discourses. In 1835, upon 
his second marriage, he took up his habitation at Concord, and his 
life fell into the shape it was, in a general way, to keep for the next 
half-century. It is here that we cannot help regretting that Mr. 
Cabot had not found it possible to treat his career a little more pic- 
torially. Those fifty years of Concord — at least the earlier part of 
them — ^would have been a subject bringing into play many odd 
figures, many human incongruities: they would have abounded in 
illustrations of the primitive New England character, especially 
during the time of its queer search for something to expend itself 
upon. Objects and occupations have multiplied since then, and now 
there is no lackj but fifty years ago the expanse was wide and free, 
and we get the impression of a conscience gasping in the void, 
panting for sensations, with something of the movement of the 
gills of a landed fish. It would take a very fine point to sketch 
Emerson’s benignant, patient, inscrutable countenance during the 
various phases of this democratic communion 3 but the picture, 
when complete, would be one of the portraits, half a revelation 
and half an enigma, that suggest and fascinate. Such a striking per- 
sonage as old Miss Mary Emerson, our author’s aunt, whose high 
intelligence and temper were much of an influence in his earlier 
years, has a kind of tormenting representative value: we want to 
see her from head to foot, with her frame and her background 5 
having (for we happen to have it) an impression that she was a 
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very remarkable specimen of the transatlantic Puritan stock, a spirit 
that would have dared the devil. We miss a more liberal handling, 
are tempted to add touches of our own, and end by convincing 
ourselves that Miss Mary Moody Emerson, grim Intellectual vir- 
gin and daughter of a hundred ministers, with her local tradi- 
tions and her combined love of empire and of speculation, would 
have been an inspiration for a novelist. Hardly less so the charm- 
ing Mrs. Ripley, Emerson’s life-long friend and neighbour, most 
delicate and accomplished of women, devoted to Greek and to her 
house, studious, simple and dainty — an admirable example of the 
old-fashioned New England lady. It was a freak of Miss Emer- 
son’s somewhat sardonic humour to give her once a broomstick to 
carry across Boston Common (under the pretext of a ‘moving’), a 
task accepted with docility but making of the victim the most be- 
nignant witch ever equipped with that utensil. 

These ladles, however, were very private persons and not In the 
least of the reforming tribe: there are others who would have 
peopled Mr. Cabot’s page to whom he gives no more than a men- 
tion. We must add that it is open to him to say that their features 
have become faint and indistinguishable to-day without more re- 
search than the question is apt to be worth: they are embalmed — 
in a collective way — the apprehensible part of them, in Mr. 
Frothingham’s clever History of Transcendentalism in New Eng- 
land. This must be admitted to be true of even so lively a ‘factor,’ 
as we say nowadays, as the imaginative, talkative. Intelligent and 
finally Italianised and shipwrecked Margaret Fuller: she Is now one 
of the dim, one of Carlyle’s ‘then-celebrated’ at most. It seemed 
indeed as if Mr. Cabot rather grudged her a due place in the 
record of the company that Emerson kept, until we came across 
the delightful letter he quotes toward the end of his first volume — 
a letter interesting both as a specimen of Inimitable, imperceptible 
edging away, and as an illustration of the curiously generalized 
way, as if with an implicit protest against personalities, in which 
his intercourse, epistolary and other, with his friends was con- 
ducted. There is an extract from a letter to his aunt on the occa- 
sion of the death of a deeply-loved brother (his own) which reads 
like a passage from some fine old chastened essay on the vanity of 
earthly hopes: strangely unfamiliar, considering the circumstances. 
Courteous and humane to the furthest possible point, to the point 
of an almost profligate surrender of his attention, there was no 
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familiarity in him, no personal avidity. Even his letters to his wife 
are courtesies, they are not familiarities. He had only one style, one 
manner, and he had it for everything — even for himself, in his 
notes, in his journals. But he had it in perfection for Miss Fuller 3 
he retreats, smiling and flattering, on tiptoe, as if he were advanc- 
ing. ‘She ever seems to crave,’ he says in his journal, ‘something 
which I have not, or have not for her.’ What he had was doubtless 
not what she craved, but the letter in question should be read to 
see how the modicum was administered. It is only between the 
lines of such a production that we read that a part of her effect 
upon him was to bore him 5 for his system was to practise a kind 
of universal passive hospitality — he aimed at nothing less. It was 
only because he was so deferential that he could be so detached 5 
he had polished his aloofness till it reflected the image of his 
solicitor. And this was not because he was an ‘uncommunicating 
egotist,’ though he amuses himself with saying so to Miss Fuller: 
egotism is the strongest of passions, and he was altogether pas- 
sionless. It was because he had no personal, just as he had almost 
no physical wants. ‘Yet I plead not guilty to the malice prepense. 
’Tis imbecility, not contumacy, though perhaps somewhat more 
odious. It seems very just, the irony with which you ask whether 
you may not be trusted and promise such docility. Alas, we will 
all promise, but the prophet loiters.’ He would not say even to 
himself that she bored him 3 he had denied himself the luxury of 
such easy and obvious short cuts. There is a passage in the lecture 
(1844) called ‘Man the Reformer,’ in which he hovers round and 
round the idea that the practice of trade, in certain conditions likely 
to beget an underhand competition, does not draw forth the nobler 
parts of character, till the reader is tempted to interrupt him with, 
‘Say at once that it is impossible for a gentleman! ’ 

So he remained always, reading his lectures in the winter, writ- 
ing them in the summer, and at all seasons taking wood-walks 
and looking for hints in old books. 

‘Delicious summer stroll through the pastures. . . On the steep 
park of Conantum I have the old regret — ^is all this beauty to 
perish? Shall none re-make this sun and wind 3 the sky-blue river 3 
the river-blue sky 3 the yellow meadow, spotted with sacks and 
sheets of cranberry-gatherers 3 the red bushes 3 the iron-gray house, 
just the colour of the granite rocks3 the wild orchard?’ 
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His observation of Nature was exquisite — always the direct, irre- 
sistible impression. 

‘The hawking of the wild geese flying by nighty the thin note of 
the companionable titmouse m the winter dayj the fall of swarms 
of flies in autumn, from combats high in the air, pattering down 
on the leaves like rain; the angry hiss of the wood-birds; the pine 
throwing out its pollen for the benefit of the next century.’ . . . 
{Literary Ethics.) 

I have said there was no familiarity in him, but he was familiar 
with woodland creatures and sounds. Certainly, too, he was on 
terms of free association with his books, which were numerous and 
dear to him; though Mr. Cabot says, doubtless with justice, that 
his dependence on them was slight and that he was not ‘intimate’ 
with his authors. They did not feed him but they stimulated, they 
were not his meat but his wine — he took them in sips. But he 
needed them and liked them; he had volumes of notes from his 
reading, and he could not have produced his lectures without them. 
He liked literature as a thing to refer to, liked the very names of 
which it is full, and used them, especially in his later writings, for 
purposes of ornament, to dress the dish, sometimes with an un- 
measured pi'ofusion. I open The Conduct of Life and find a dozen 
on the page. He mentions more authorities than is the fashion 
to-day. He can easily say, of coume, that he follows a better one — 
that of his well-loved and irrepressibly allusive Montaigne. In his 
own bookishness there is a certain contradiction, just as there is a 
latent incompleteness in his whole literary side. Independence, the 
return to nature, the finding out and doing for one’s self, was ever 
what he most highly recommended; and yet he is constantly re- 
minding his readers of the conventional signs and consecrations — 
of what other men have done. This was partly because the inde- 
pendence that he had in his eye was an independence without ill- 
nature, without rudeness (though he likes that word), and full of 
gentle amiabilities, curiosities and tolerances; and partly it is a 
simple matter of form, a literary expedient, confessing its char- 
acter — on the part of one who had never really mastered the art 
of composition — of continuous expression. Charming to many a 
reader, charming yet ever slightly droll, will remain Emerson’s 
frequent invocation of the ‘scholar’: there is such a friendly vague- 
ness and convenience in it. It is of the scholar that he expects all 
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the heroic and uncomfortable things, the concentrations and re- 
linquishments, that make up the noble life. We fancy this per- 
sonage looking up from his book and arm-chair a little ruefully 
and saying, ‘Ah, but why me always and only? Why so much of 
me, and is there no one else to share the responsibility?’ ‘Neither 
years nor books have yet availed to extirpate a prejudice then 
rooted in me [when as a boy he first saw the graduates of his col- 
lege assembled at their anniversary] , that a scholar is the favourite 
of heaven and earth, the excellency of his country, the happiest of 
men.’ 

In truth, by this term he means simply the cultivated man, the 
man who has had a liberal education, and there is a voluntary 
plainness in his use of it — speaking of such people as the rustic, or 
the vulgar, speak of those who have a tincture of books. This is 
characteristic of his humility — that humility which was nine-tenths 
a plain fact (for it is easy for persons who have at bottom a great 
fund of indifference to be humble), and the remaining tenth a 
literary habit. Moreover an American reader may be excused for 
finding in it a pleasant sign of that prestige, often so quaintly and 
indeed so extravagantly acknowledged, which a connection with 
literature carries with it among the people of the United States. 
There is no country in which it is more freely admitted to be a 
distinction — the distinction; or in which so many persons have be- 
come eminent for showing it even in a slight degree. Gentlemen 
and ladies are celebrated there on this ground who would not on 
the same ground, though they might on another, be celebrated 
anywhere else. Emerson’s own tone is an echo of that, when he 
speaks of the scholar — ^not of the banker, the great merchant, the 
legislator, the artist — as the most distinguished figure in the society 
about him. It is because he has most to give up that he is appealed 
to for efforts and sacrifices. ‘Meantime I know that a very different 
estimate of the scholar’s profession prevails in this country,’ he 
goes on to say in the address from which I last quoted (the Liter- 
ary Ethics), ‘and the importunity with which society presses its 
claim upon young men tends to pervert the views of the youth in 
respect to the culture of the intellect.’ The manner in which that 
is said represents, surely, a serious mistake: with the estimate of 
the scholar’s profession which then prevailed in New England 
Emerson could have had no quarrel; the ground of his lamenta- 
tion was another side of the matter. It was not a question of esti- 
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mate, but of accidental practice. In 1838 there were still so many 
things of prime material necessity to be done that reading was 
driven to the wall 3 but the reader was still thought the cleverest, 
for he found time as well as intelligence. Emerson’s own situa- 
tion sufficiently indicates it. In what other country, on sleety win- 
ter nights, would provincial and bucolic populations have gone 
forth in hundreds for the cold comfort of a literary discourse.'* The 
distillation anywhere else would certainly have appeared too thin, 
the appeal too special. But for many years the American people of 
the middle regions, outside of a few cities, had in the most rigorous 
seasons no other recreation. A gentleman, grave or gay, in a bare 
room, with a manuscript, before a desk, offered the reward of toil, 
the refreshment of plea.sure, to the young, the middle-aged and 
the old of both sexes. Tlie hour was brightest, doubtless, when the 
gentleman was gay, like Doctor Oliver Wendell Holmes. But 
Emerson’s gravity never sapped his career, any more than it 
chilled the regard in which he was held among those who were 
particularly his own people. It was impossible to be more honoured 
and cherished, far and near, than he was during his long residence 
in Concord, or more looked upon as the principal gentleman in 
the place. This was conspicuous to the writer of these remarks on 
the occasion of the curious, sociable, cheerful public funeral made 
for him in 1883 by all the countryside, arriving, as for the last 
honours to the first citizen, in trains, in waggons, on foot, in multi- 
tudes. It was a popular manifestation, the most striking I have 
ever seen provoked by the death of a man of letters. 

If a picture of that singular and very illustrative institution the 
old American lecture-system would have constituted a part of the 
filling-in of the ideal memoir of Emerson, I may further say, re- 
turning to the matter for a moment, that such a memoir would 
also have had a chapter for some of those Concord-haunting figures 
which are not so much interesting in themselves as interesting be- 
cause for a season Emerson thought them so. And the pleasure of 
that would be partly that it would push us to inquire how inter- 
esting he did really think them. That is, it would bring up the 
question of his inner reserves and scepticisms, his secret ennuis and 
ironies, the way he sympathized for courtesy and then, with his 
delicacy and generosity, in a world after all given much to the 
literal, let his courtesy pass for adhesion — a question particularly 
attractive to those for whom he has, in general, a fascination. Many 
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entertaining problems of that sort present themselves for such 
readers: there is something indefinable for them in the mixture of 
which he was made — his fidelity as an interpreter of the so-called 
transcendental spirit and his freedom from all wish for any per- 
sonal share in the effect of his ideas. He drops them, sheds them, 
diffuses them, and we feel as if there would be a grossness in 
holding him to anything so temporal as a responsibility. He had 
the advantage, for many years, of having the question of applica- 
tion assumed for him by Thoreau, who took upon himself to be, 
in the concrete, the sort of person that Emerson’s ‘scholar’ was in 
the abstract, and who paid for it by having a shorter life than that 
fine adumbration. The application, with Thoreau, was violent and 
limited (it became a matter of prosaic detail, the non-payment of 
taxes, the non-wearing of a necktie, the preparation of one’s food 
one’s self, the practice of a rude sincerity — all things not of the 
essence), so that, though he wrote some beautiful pages, which 
read like a translation of Emerson into the sounds of the field and 
forest and which no one who has ever loved nature in New Eng- 
land, or indeed anywhere, can fail to love, he suffers something 
of the amomdrissement of eccentricity. His master escapes that re- 
duction altogether. I call it an advantage to have had such a pupil 
as Thoreau; because for a mind so much made up of reflection as 
Emerson’s everything comes under that head which prolongs and 
reanimates the process — produces the return, again and yet again, 
on one’s impressions. Thoreau must have had this moderating and 
even chastening effect. It did not rest, moreover, with him alone; 
the advantage of which I speak was not confined to Thoreau’s case. 
In 1837 Emerson (in his journal) pronounced Mr. Bronson Alcott 
the most extraordinary man and the highest genius of his time: 
the sequence of which was that for more than forty years after that 
he had the gentleman living but half a mile away. The oppor- 
tunity for the return, as I have called it, was not wanting. 

His detachment is shown in his whole attitude toward the trans- 
cendental movement — ^that remarkable outburst of Romanticism 
on Puritan ground, as Mr. Cabot very well names it. Nothing can 
be more ingenious, more sympathetic and charming, than Emer- 
son’s account and definition of the matter in his lecture (of 1842) 
called ‘The Transcendentalist’; and yet nothing is more apparent 
from his letters and journals than that he regarded any such label 
or banner as a mere tiresome flutter. He liked to taste but not to 
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drink — ^least of all to become intoxicated. He liked to explain the 
transcendentalists but did not care at all to be explained by them: a 
doctrine ‘whereof you know I am wholly guiltless,’ he says to his 
wife in 1842, ‘and which is spoken of as a known and fixed ele- 
ment, like salt or meal. So that I have to begin with endless dis- 
claimers and explanations • “I am not the man you take me for.” ’ 
He was never the man any one took him for, for the simple reason 
that no one could possibly take him for the elusive, irreducible, 
merely gustatory spirit for which he took himself. 

‘It is a sort of maxim with me never to harp on the omnipotence 
of limitations. Least of all do we need any suggestion of checks 
and measures 5 as if New England were anything else. . . Of so 
many fine people it is true that being so much they ought to be a 
little more, and missing that are naught. It is a sort of King Rene 
period; there is no doing, but rare thrilling prophecy from bands 
of competing minstrels.’ 

That is his private expression about a large part of a ferment in 
regard to which his public judgment was that 

‘That indeed constitutes a new feature in their portrait, that they 
are the most exacting and extortionate critics. . . These exacting 
children advertise us of our wants. There is no compliment, no 
smooth speech with them; they pay you only this one compliment 
of insatiable expectation; they aspire, they severely exact, and if 
they only stand fast in this watch-tower, and stand fast unto the 
end, and without end, then they are terrible friends, whereof poet 
and priest cannot but stand in awe; and what if they eat clouds and 
drink wind, they have not been without service to the race of man.’ 

That was saying the best for them, as he always said it for 
everything; but it was the sense of their being ‘bands of competing 
minstrels’ and their camp being only a ‘measure and check,’ in a 
society too sparse for a synthesis, that kept him from wishing to 
don their uniform. This was after all but a misfitting imitation of 
his natural wear, and what he would have liked was to put that 
off — he did not wish to button it tighter. He said the best for his 
friends of the Dial, of Fruitlands and Brook Farm, in saying that 
they were fastidious and critical; but he was conscious in the next 
breath that what there was around them to be criticized was mainly 
a negative. Nothing is more perceptible to-day than that their 
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criticism produced no fruit — that it was little else than a very 
decent and innocent recreation — a kind of Puritan carnival. The 
New England world was for much the most part very busy, but 
the Dial and Fruitlands and Brook Farm were the amusement of 
the leisure-class. Extremes meet, and as in older societies that 
class is known principally by its connection with castles and car- 
riages, so at Concord it came, with Thoreau and Mr. W. H. Chan- 
ning, out of the cabin and the wood-lot. 

Emerson was not moved to believe in their fastidiousness as a 
productive principle even when they directed it upon abuses which 
he abundantly recognized. Mr, Cabot shows that he was by no 
means one of the professional abolitionists or philanthropists — 
never an enrolled ‘humanitarian.’ 

We talk frigidly of Reform until the walls mock us. It is that 
of which a man should never speak, but if he have cherished it in 
his bosom he should steal to it in darkness, as an Indian to his 
bride. . . Does he not do more to abolish slavery who works all 
day steadily in his own garden, than he who goes to the abolition 
meeting and makes a speech? He who does his own work frees a 
slave.’ 

I must add that even while I transcribe these words there comes to 
me the recollection of the great meeting in the Boston Music 
Hall, on the first day of 1863, to celebrate the signing by Mr. 
Lincoln of the proclamation freeing the Southern slaves — of the 
momentousness of the occasion, the vast excited multitude, the 
crowded platform and the tall, spare figure of Emerson, in the 
midst, reading out the stanzas that were published under the name 
of the Boston Hymn. They are not the happiest he produced for 
an occasion — they do not compare with the verses on the ‘em- 
battled farmers,’ read at Concord in 1857, there is a certain 
awkwardness in some of them. But I well remember the immense 
effect with which his beautiful voice pronounced the lines — 

‘Pay ransom to the owner 
And fill the bag to the brim. 

Who is the owner? The slave is owner. 

And ever was. Pay 

And Mr. Cabot chronicles the fact that the rifiuto — the great 

backsliding of Mr. Webster when he cast his vote in Congress for 
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the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850— was the one thing that ever 
moved him to heated denunciation. He felt Webster’s apostasy as 
strongly as he had admired his genius. ‘Who has not helped to 
praise himi’ Simply he was the one American of our time whom 
we could produce as a finished work of nature.’ There is a passage 
in his journal (not a rough jottingj but, like most of the entries 
in it, a finished piece of writing), which is admirably descriptive 
of the wonderful orator and is moreover one of the very few por- 
traits, or even personal sketches, yielded by Mr. Cabot’s selections. 
It shows that he could observe the human figure and ‘render’ it 
to good purpose. 

‘His splendid wrath, when his eyes become fire, is good to see, 
so intellectual it is — ^the wrath of the fact and the cause he espouses, 
and not at all personal to himself. . . These village parties must 
be dish-water to him, yet he shows himself just good-natured, just 
nonchalant enough j and he has his own way, without offending 
any one or losing any ground. . . His expensiveness seems neces- 
sary to himj were he too prudent a Yankee it would be a sad de- 
duction from his magnificence. I only wish he would not truckle 
[to the slave-holders] . I do not care how much he spends.’ 

I doubtless appear to have said more than enough, yet I have 
passed by many of the passages I had marked for transcription 
from Mr. Cabot’s volumes. There is one, in the first, that makes 
us stare as we come upon it, to the effect that Emerson ‘could see 
nothing in Shelley, Aristophanes, Don Quixote, Miss Austen, 
Dickens.’ Mr. Cabot adds that he rarely read a novel, even the 
famous ones (he has a point of contact here as well as, strangely 
enough, on two or three other sides with that distinguished mor- 
alist M. Ernest Renan, who, like Emerson, was originally a dissi- 
dent priest and cannot imagine why people should write works of 
fiction) 3 and thought Dante ‘a man to put into a museum, but not 
into your house j another Zerah Colburn 3 a prodigy of imaginative 
function, executive rather than contemplative or wise.’ The con- 
fession of an insensibility ranging from Shelley to Dickens and 
from Dante to Miss Austen and taking Don Quixote and Aris- 
tophanes on the way, is a large allowance to have to make for a 
man of letters, and may appear to confirm but slightly any claim 
of intellectual hospitality and general curiosity put forth for him. 
The truth was that, sparely constructed as he was and formed not 
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wastefully, not with material left over, as it were, for a special 
function, there were certain chords in Emerson that did not vibrate 
at all. I well remember my impression of this on walking with 
him 111 the autumn of 1872 through the galleries of the Louvre 
and, later that winter, through those of the Vatican: his percep- 
tion of the objects contained in, these collections was of the most 
general order. I was struck with the anomaly of a man so refined 
and intelligent being so little spoken to by works of art. It would 
be more exact to say that certain chords were wholly absent j the 
tune was played, the tune of life and literature, altogether on those 
that remained. They had every wish to be equal to their office, 
but one feels that the number was short — that some notes could not 
be given. Mr. Cabot makes use of a singular phrase when he says, 
in speaking of Hawthorne, for several years our author’s neigh- 
bour at Concord and a little — a very little we gather — his com- 
panion, that Emerson was unable to read his novels — he thought 
them hiot worthy of him.’ This is a judgment odd almost to fas- 
cination — ^we circle round it and turn it over and over 5 it contains 
so elusive an ambiguity. How highly he must have esteemed the 
man of whose genius The House of the Seven Gables and The 
Scarlet Letter gave imperfectly the measure, and how strange that 
he should not have been eager to read almost anything that such 
a gifted being might have let fall! It was a rare accident that 
made them Jive almost side by side so long in the same small New 
England town, each a fruit of a long Puritan stem, yet with such 
a difference of taste. Hawthorne’s vision was all for the evil and 
sin of the world j a side of life as to which Emerson’s eyes were 
thickly bandaged. There were points as to which the latter’s con- 
ception of right could be violated, but he had no great sense of 
wrong — a strangely limited one, indeed, for a moralist — no sense 
of the dark, the foul, the base. There were certain complications in 
life which he never suspected. One asks one’s self whether that is 
why he did not care for Dante and Shelley and Aristophanes and 
Dickens, their works containing a considerable reflection of human 
perversity. But that still leaves the indifference to Cervantes and 
Miss Austen unaccounted for. 

It has not, however, been the ambition of these remarks to ac- 
count for everything, and I have arrived at the end without even 
pointing to the grounds on which Emerson justifies the honours of 
biography, discussion and illustration. I have assumed his im- 
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portance and continuance, and shall probably not be gainsaid by 
those who read him. Those who do not will hardly rub him out. 
Such a book as Mr. Cabot’s subjects a reputation to a test — pleads 
people to look it over and hold it up to the light, to see whether 
it is worth keeping in use or even putting away in a cabinet. Such 
a revision of Emerson has no relegating consequences. The result 
of it is once more the impression that he serves and will not wear 
out, and that indeed we cannot afford to drop him. His instru- 
ment makes him precious. He did something better than any one 
else; he had a particular faculty, which has not been surpassed, for 
speaking to the soul in a voice of direction and authority. There 
have been many spiritual voices appealing, consoling, reassuring, 
exhorting, or even denouncing and terrifying, but none has had 
just that firmness and just that purity. It penetrates further, it 
seems to go back to the roots of our feelings, to where conduct 
and manhood begin; and moreover, to us to-day, there is some- 
thing in it that says that it is connected somehow with the virtue 
of the world, has wrought and achieved, lived in thousands of 
minds, produced a mass of character and life. And there is this 
further sign of Emerson’s singular power, that he is a striking 
exception to the general rule that writings live in the last resort by 
their form; that they owe a large part of their fortune to the art 
with which they have been composed. It Is hardly too much, or too 
little, to say of Emerson’s writings in general that they were not 
composed at all. Many and many things are beautifully said; he 
had felicities, Inspirations, unforgettable phrases; he had fre- 
quently an exquisite eloquence. 

‘O my friends, there are resources in us on which we have not 
yet drawn. There are men who rise refreshed on hearing a threat; 
men to whom a crisis which intimidates and paralyses the majority 
— demanding not the faculties of prudence and thrift, but com- 
prehension, immovableness, the readiness of sacrifice, come grace- 
ful and beloved as a bride. . . But these are heights that we can 
scarce look up to and remember without contrition and shame. Let 
us thank God that such things exist.’ 

None the less we have the impression that that search for a 
fashion and a manner on which he was always engaged never 
really came to a conclusion; It draws itself out through his later 
writings — ^it drew itself out through his later lectures, like a sort 
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of renunciation of success. It is not on these, however, but on their 
predecessors, that his reputation will rest. Of course the way he 
spoke was the way that was on the whole most convenient to himj 
but he differs from most men of letters of the same degree of 
credit in failing to strike us as having achieved a style. This 
achievement is, as I say, usually the bribe or toll-money on the 
journey to posterity; and if Emerson goes his way, as he clearly 
appears to be doing, on the strength of his message alone, the case 
will be rare, the exception stnking, and the honour great. 



